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It’s 9:15am in Rishon l’Tziyon, outside of Tel Aviv.  Yair Sokolovsky, 20 years 

old, heads to the bus to Tel Aviv’s Central Bus Station, where he meets his 

supervisor, Gadiel Alon.  The 2 drive together to the offices of Intel in Petach 

Tikva--yes, that Intel.  They park in the back, unload the large containers from 

their truck, and head straight for... the kitchen.  Yair and Gadiel aren’t there for 

tech innovation; they’re there to collect the leftovers from Intel’s corporate 

dining hall.  After Intel, they’ll head to any number of other corporate 

headquarters to collect their leftovers, and they’ll hit up at least one army base 

as well.  Yair and Gadiel work for Leket , Israel’s National Food Bank.  You may 1

have heard of Leket.  It’s been around since 2003, when it was founded by 

Joseph Gitlin as Table to Table.  Back then, it’s sole purpose was to organize 

volunteer groups to harvest whatever remained in the fields and donate the 

produce.  If you were on a trip to Israel in the mid-2000s, you might have even 

volunteered with Table to Table.  I did: onions, tomatoes, and watermelons.  

In the beginning, the operation was just Mr. Gitlin driving around, filling up his 

Subaru and storing the produce in refrigerated crates in his driveway.  

1 https://www.leket.org/en/  
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Over the years, he has acquired trucks, a conveyor belt, a facility--actually, 2, 

since the first one burned down due to an electrical fire--plus a board, and 

international support.  Today, Israel’s National Food Bank collects 15,300 tons 

of fruits and vegetables each year.  It mobilizes 52,000 volunteers annually.  It 

provides 2,250,000 hot meals to 175,000 recipients.  That’s impressive.  And 

it’s crucial to the stability of so many in Israeli society.  

 

But back to Yair and Gadiel.  I mentioned that Yair is 20 years old.  By all 

accounts, he should be in the army.  Yair, like so many individuals we know, 

has challenges with concentration and hyperactivity.  The army kept 

postponing his enrollment, and so he decided to volunteer, and in doing so, he 

has found productivity and meaning, and he and Gadiel have developed a 

beautiful friendship. 

 

There are so many things we could discuss regarding Israel on this Kol Nidre 

night.  We could note the developments in the past year related to religious 

pluralism--in short, the situation is no better than it was a year ago.  We could 

discuss the ongoing episode of African asylum seekers in Israel.  We could talk 

borders and walls and settlements and Palestinians and politics.  We 

could--and must--mourn the latest casualty in the conflict, Ari Fuld, of blessed 

memory.  Any or all of those are worthy subjects.  
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But it’s Yom Kippur, a day for attending to relationships--with our family and 

friends, with our community, and with our beloved Israel. 

 

And rather than get us worked up this evening about the complexities of that 

relationship, I’d love to share with you three inspiring stories of Israelis 

forging unique paths to modern mitzvot and making a meaningful difference 

in our homeland.  Because, when it comes to our relationship with Israel, each 

of us has a choice: We can base our relationship on the decisions the 

government makes, or we can deepen our relationship to today’s Israelis. 

Long gone are the days when American Jews swore fidelity to Israel just 

because.  And it’s difficult to maintain a relationship with the places we visit 

and the history we study, like the Kotel/Western Wall, Masada, or the 

archaeological sites at Beit Guvrin--as uplifting as they are.  In this age of 

personal choice, of needing compelling reasons to love and support Israel--in 

spite of, or even because of, its flaws--we actually don’t have to look that hard 

to find them.  The citizens of the start-up nation are using their innovation and 

creativity in all realms of life. 

 

Yair, Gadiel, and Joseph Gitlin are great examples.  They, along with every 

single employee and volunteer with Leket Israel, are living the values of 
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Jewish tradition and our Torah.  I hope you already feel inspired by their 

story.  

 

Leket, you may know, is a word taken straight from the Torah, Leviticus 19:9: 

ט ׃ יְרָך֖ לֹ֥א ְתַלּקֵֽ  ּוְֽבֻקְצְרֶכם֙ ֶאת־ְקִצ֣יר ַאְרְצֶכ֔ם לֹ֧א ְתַכֶּל֛ה ְּפַא֥ת ָׂשְדָך֖ ִלְקצֹ֑ר וְ ֶלֶ֥קט ְקצִֽ
“When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the 

edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest.” 

Gather the gleanings--if you, the farmer, were harvesting your produce and 

some of it fell to the ground, you were not to pick it up.  Leave it right there, 

says the Torah. 

During the biblical period, when most Israelites were indeed farmers, this 

teaching would have made the difference between life and death for those 

without land.  This is the mechanism that enabled the biblical Ruth to find 

food for herself and her mother-in-law Naomi, as well as to meet Boaz, whom 

she would later marry.  With the birth of the State of Israel came the rebirth of 

Jewish agriculture and the opportunity to enact these mitzvot.  Today’s Leket 

has found multiple paths to feed Israel’s hungry, irrespective of geography or 

religion, and it’s making a difference every single day. 

 

Naomi Calvo-Lax is a law student at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, 

Israel’s top law school.  As part of her studies, she did some pro bono work, as 
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many law students do.  She advocated for 2 teens from Jerusalem, both of 

whom had criminal records that prevented them from enlisting in the army.  

Now, you may know how crucial army service is in Israel--not just for the 

protection of the country and its citizens, but also for the social and communal 

identity of each Israeli who serves.  You know how we chit chat about the 

weather and the traffic?  In Israel, it’s “Which unit did you serve in?”  “Where 

was your base?”  “Remember what happened on that crazy 50-kilometer 

march?”  Without the army, these 2 teens who made mistakes would be 

excluded from an essential part of Israeli society and would, perhaps, struggle 

for inclusion for the rest of their lives. 

The teens are now serving in the IDF, thanks to their lawyer.  Naomi, for her 

part, was able to manage their case because she participated in Hebrew 

University’s Clinical Legal Educational Center , which offers top-notch legal 2

aid to disadvantaged individuals and groups, regardless of gender, sexuality, 

poverty, race, or religion in Jerusalem and the surrounding areas.  It also 

provides outstanding education to law students in applied clinical and 

practical law.  Last year alone, the Center supported 130 law students who 

worked on 488 individual cases and held 178 public legal clinics, including 

those for the Ultra-Orthodox community as well as for the Arab population of 

East Jerusalem. 

2 https://en.law.huji.ac.il/book/clinical-legal-education-center  
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Although the Center doesn’t describe itself in terms of Jewish values, I cannot 

help but see it this way.  Naomi and her colleagues are doing the holy work of 

Kol Yisrael areivim zeh bazeh, “All Israel are responsible for one another.”  This 

teaching has undergone some reimagining over the generations.  Originally, it 

referred to the responsibility each Jewish man had to ensure that his fellow 

Jewish men were performing the mitzvot properly.  In modern times, it has 

come to refer to all Jewish people seeking and supporting the welfare of all 

other Jews.  In our context, it’s reimagined again.  It doesn’t matter whether 

the clients at the Clinical Legal Educational Center are Jewish, Christian, or 

Muslim; whether they have Israeli citizenship or not; whether they have 

money to pay for the services rendered.  For these modern Israelis, anyone in 

the area who needs their help deserves it, and receives it. 

 

One more.  It’s a summer Friday, and the sun is setting over the Mediterranean 

Sea in Tel Aviv.  Restaurants are filling up, clubs are getting ready for the 

weekend’s parties, and a crowd hundreds strong is gathering at the Port of Tel 

Aviv.  They are men and women, children and adults, some from a traditional 

Jewish background, but mostly not.  Some are wearing a head covering; most 

aren’t.  
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In just a few minutes, they will join their voices with the prayer leaders, and 

the sounds of an Israeli Kabbalat Shabbat will fill the air along the most 

magnificent prayer space.  This is Beit Tefillah Yisraeli , or the “Israeli House 3

of Prayer”.  Beit Tefillah Yisraeli is just one of the many creative prayer groups 

around the country that are putting specifically Israeli spins on the traditional 

ushering in of Shabbat.  You’re just as likely to find the words of Hebrew poets 

Chayim Nachman Bialik and Naomi Shemer as you are the traditional psalms. 

In this setting, it’s all prayer.  

Beit Tefillah Yisraeli was founded in 2004 by Rani Jaeger and Rabbi Esteban 

Gottfried, who made aliyah from Buenos Aires in 1983 and was a disciple of 

Rabbi Marshall Meyer, whose other students founded B’nei Jeshurun in New 

York City.  

Similar Israeli innovation is taking place at Tziyon, which markets itself as an 

“Eretz-Yisraeli community” in Jerusalem, led by Rabbi Tamar 

Elad-Appelbaum, a Conservative rabbi.  It is happening at Navah Tehilah, a 

renewal community in Jerusalem known for its spirituality and myriad of 

original melodies for the words of Kabbalat Shabbat.  And during the 

summertime, hundreds gather at Jerusalem’s 

old-train-station-turned-chic-event-space, Tachana Rishona, to welcome the 

Shabbat with singing and dancing--all before the sun goes down.  

3 http://btfila.org/en/  
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These innovative communities are forging new paths not just on Friday 

evenings, but on traditional holidays like Sukkot and on modern festivals like 

Yom Ha’Atzma’ut, Israel’s Independence Day.  They are striving to be what the 

prophet Isaiah  calls a beit tefillah l’chol ha’amim, “a house of prayer for all the 4

nations.” 

In a country where the lines between religious and secular have been so thick 

and so black for most of Israel’s existence, and where it feels like Reform and 

Conservative synagogues have struggled to find a foothold, Israeli Jews are 

finding new expressions of prayer.  They may not be in a shul; they may not 

adhere to traditional Jewish practice; but they are tapping in to the beating 

Jewish hearts of today's Israelis.  

 

During these holiest days, as we set our kavannot, or intentions, for this new 

year, we place our faith in the power of teshuvah/repentance, tefillah/prayer, 

and tzedakah/deeds of lovingkindness.  While these may not literally prolong 

one’s life, they have the potential to deepen the quality of our lives, if we 

would let ourselves engage.  People we know, people we know about, are 

doing just that.  Naomi and Hebrew U’s Clinical Legal Educational Center are 

immersed in the work of teshuvah, helping those in and around Jerusalem to 

achieve justice and to repent for wrongdoing.  Rabbi Gottfried, Rani Jaeger, 

4 Isaiah 56:7 
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and thousands of Israelis are striving every day to find new ways to engage 

with tefillah, and it’s working.  And Yair, Gadiel, Joseph Gitlin, and thousands 

of others connected to Leket Israel have turned their entire lives to tzedakah, 

and it’s making a difference every single day.  May each of us be inspired by all 

of them. 

 

Of the many laments regarding the relationship between America and Israel is 

the fact that the younger generations aren’t as closely bound to Israel as their 

parents and grandparents, as cosmetics mogul and World Jewish Congress 

President Ron Lauder notes in his NYTimes op-ed  from August 13.    Today, 5

that relationship must be earned, and of course it’s not as straightforward as 

these vignettes would lead us to believe.  The Psalmist in Psalm 126 once said  

B’shuv Adonai et shivat Tziyon 

When God brings back the exiles of Zion 

Hayinu k’cholmim 

We will be like dreamers (Psalm 126:1). 

We’ve been back for over 70 years, and while it truly is as wonderful as a 

dream, Israel is now a nation like all other nations--it has the most exquisite 

things to offer, and it’s got its fair share of problems, both external and 

internal.  

5 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/13/opinion/israel-ronald-lauder-nation-state-law.html  
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Birthright, which to date has brought over 400,000 young Jews to Israel, is a 

wonderful gift; it’s a first step toward a mature relationship with a 

complicated country.  The AIPAC Policy Conference each March provides a 

powerful opportunity to get excited about Israel with 18,000 of your closest 

friends.  I hope to return to the conference this year, and I invite you to join 

me. 

But the bottom line is that, in order to have a relationship with Israel, we need 

to forge relationships with Israelis.  Relationships between Israelis and 

Americans are what will sustain us all when the going gets tough--when 

rockets fall, when the government makes decisions with which we may not 

agree, when liberal Jews feel excluded from Israeli Judaism.  I urge you, from 

the bottom of my heart, to make a plan to travel to Israel.  I hope, God willing, 

to be able to travel with you in the coming years.  When you, or when we, go, 

let’s make it a priority to spend time in today’s real Israel, not just visiting 

artifacts and sites.  Let’s meet Israelis, let’s learn about their lives and share 

about our own.  Let’s support the modern mitzvot that make Israel worthy of 

millenia of prayers, hopes and dreams.  Volunteer with Leket Israel, visit a 

start-up that’s improving people’s lives, spend a Friday evening at Beit Tefillah 

Yisraeli or Tziyon or Navah Tehilah, and ask your friends and guides what 

other off-the-beaten-path people you should meet.  Make friends--Israelis are 

great at that--and stay friends once you’ve returned to the States.  
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May this new year, this Yom Kippur 5779, be an opportunity to strengthen the 

relationship between our two incredible countries, one inspiring friendship at 

a time.  G’mar chatimah tovah.  May we all be sealed this evening in the Book 

of Life. 
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