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Rabbi Ita Paskind 
Congregation Beth El Norwalk 
Yom Kippuer 5777—Shimon Peres 
 
2 weeks ago--just 4 days before the end of 5776--the world entered a new era.  You may 
not have sensed it, but it set off what will certainly become shock waves.  2 weeks ago, the 
world woke up to a world without Shimon Peres.  At age 93, he was the only person to 
serve in the 3 most respected posts in Israel’s government--minister of foreign affairs, 
minister of finance, and minister of defense.  He was also the only person to serve as both 
prime minister--twice!--and president of Israel.  From age 24--for nearly 70 years--Peres 
was one of the elite leaders of what would become Israel.  What did become Israel. 
You’ve likely seen tons of articles and videos about Peres since his death--at one point, he 
was the top trend on Facebook, with hundreds of thousands of people talking about 
him.  No doubt, you’ve read about his early years in Poland and the family’s move to 
Palestine in 1934, following Shimon’s father who had set out 2 years prior.  You probably 
read of his grandfather, the chazan of the shul in their town, who tutored young Shimon in 
Talmud and who used to envelop him in his tallit on Yom Kippur.  In their parting 
conversation, that grandfather told him to “stay a Jew” no matter what.  He was burned 
alive inside his shul, along with many other relatives and townspeople.  And most certainly, 
you have solidified your understanding of Shimon Peres as Israel’s unparalleled dreamer, a 
man who could imagine the unthinkable--and who made it happen, over and over again. 
 
Shimon Peres is not the only famous Jew who died in the course of the last year--Elie 
Wiesel and Gene Wilder z”l come to mind as well.  But we look to Peres’ poignant example 
on this Yom Kippur, just 2 weeks after his death, as his life provides inspiration for how we 
might live our own.  Today is the day we set aside our worldly needs and ask ourselves the 
big questions:  What is my purpose in life?  Am I fulfilling it, to the best of my ability?  Am I 
a reliable, trustworthy family member and friend?  Where have I fallen short?  What can I 
be doing better? 
 
Today, we look to Shimon Peres for his unflagging optimism. 
For 93 years, the man believed and trusted in positive outcomes.  In this sense, he is the 
true spiritual heir to Theodor Herzl, who famously proclaimed, Im tirtzu, ein zo agadah--”If 
you will it, it is no dream.”  Yeah, you say, no problem; I can do that, too.  I’ll just look on the 
bright side, even when things get rough.  Not so fast.  Each of us knows the feeling of 
slipping into negative thought patterns--whether about small-scale matters like our job or 
a relationship, or about much larger issues, like the status of millions of refugees, race 
relations, or politics.  We very often let ourselves fall into a funk--sometimes we just can’t 
help it--and it’s quite difficult to reframe the situation and look instead for the challenges, 
the opportunities. 
A shining example of Peres’ optimism--the Entebbe crisis.   
It was June 30, 1976. An Air France Jet, taking off from Ben Gurion, had been hijacked and 
taken to Entebbe airport in Uganda, where the Jewish passengers were separated from 
everyone else. The hijackers were demanding that Israel free terrorists by 2:00pm the next 
day. 
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Back in Israel, the leadership gathered together to come up with a strategy.  There were no 
good options.  IDF commander Motta Gur was at a loss.  Even Yitzchak Rabin was 
considering giving in to the terrorists’ demands.   
But Shimon Peres raised the concern that a surrender would set a precedent, endangering 
lives in the future. Recognizing the risks involved, he insisted: "If there is a military 
operation, it's preferable. Until now, I admit that there's no concrete proposal, only ideas 
and imagination.” 
You know the outcome:  an incredibly risky and complex military operation, led by Yoni 
Netanyahu, brother of Binyamin, successfully freed every captive Jew.  Yoni was the one 
and only casualty, and Peres mourned for that loss along with Yoni’s family.  But it wouldn’t 
have happened at all had Shimon not believed that there was a way. 
 

That positive outlook, the inherent penchant for dreaming, for imagining--that’s what led 
Shimon and Israel to some of its greatest achievements. 
 
He imagined a country for the Jewish people, a haven from persecution and violence, a 
place to be a majority and not simply another minority. 
He imagined a Jewish population so strong and disciplined--with its own armed forces--
that it could defend itself in a dangerous neighborhood. 
He imagined the possibility of even stronger weapons--weapons that could not be 
defeated--leading the charge to construct Israel’s nuclear plant in Dimona. 
He imagined a system that would carry water from the Red Sea to the Dead Sea to save the 
latter from drying up.  Bonus:  it provides fresh water to both Israelis and Jordanians. 
He imagined his country transforming itself from a land of kibbutzim to a hi-tech giant. 
He imagined a world in which Jews need not fear for their lives, wherever they may be, 
because Israel would be willing to conduct even a risky operation to save them. 
And he imagined a future in which Israel could live in peace with her neighbors, where 
people of all colors, faiths, and ethnicities had equal rights under the law. 
 
Today, almost all of these dreams of Shimon’s have become reality.  Israel exists, and it’s 
not going anywhere.  The Israel Defense Forces is the strongest army in the region, with 
mandatory service for all young men and women, and reserve duty for many years 
thereafter.  It is truly a start-up nation, a technological inspiration around the world.  And 
israel has become the first country to be rain-independent, sourcing water from other 
venues.  None of these things existed when Shimon arrived in Palestine in 1934. But the 
present reality never prevented him from dreaming big. 
 
Imagine.  What if each of us went through life that outlook?   
As children, imagine is all we do.  We play house, doctor, teacher, astronaut; we conjure up 
realities that adults can’t see but with which our peers readily engage.  The sidewalk is 
made of play-doh today?  OK!  A Disney princess is coming for a play date?  Excellent--
maybe we can have a fashion show.  Baseball suddenly has different rules?  Just tell me, and 
I’ll follow them.  From the outset, we are wired to think outside the box; it helps us to learn, 
to interact, to be a mensch.  But at a certain point, what our eyes see in front of us begins to 
replace our worlds of imagination.   
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That didn’t happen to Shimon Peres.  For Peres, his dreams and his vivid imagination of 
what could be were what drove him--and Israel--to lofty heights. 
 
Today, we look to Shimon Peres for his enthusiasm for technology and the future.  This may 
sound like small beans compared to his aspirations for peace in the Middle East, but 
remember what the world looked like in the 1930s and where it is now… rather than cling 
to “the way things always were”, Shimon recognized early on that scientists and engineers 
would be able to develop machines large and small that would transform every aspect of 
our lives.  He embraced the exploration of new technologies, first in context of Israel’s 
military and then, in his later years, finding his fascination with the human brain and 
nanotechnology, believing that these would be essential to a more peaceful future.   
Indeed, in a Jerusalem Post article from the year 2000, Peres told the reporter that "Israeli 
children should be taught to look to the future, not live in the past. I would rather teach 
them to imagine than to remember."  A really interesting outlook, from a man who escaped 
the horrors of Nazi Europe and whose relatives perished there.  The Jewish people is a 
nation of Yizkor, remembrance, and yet Shimon Peres placed a greater value on looking to 
the future for its tremendous potential.  This is certainly a key factor in Israel as the start-
up nation--always looking for new ideas--and perhaps we would benefit from embracing a 
little more readily what is yet to come. 
Just this year, Peres founded an “Israel innovation center” in one of the Arab 
neighborhoods of Jaffa, with the goal of bringing together young people to be inspired by 
technology.  At the dedication in July, Peres said, “We will prove that innovation has no 
limits and no barriers. Innovation enables dialogue between nations and between people. It 
will enable all young people – Jews, Muslims and Christians — to engage in science and 
technology equally."  We pray that Peres’ commitment to the future and to technology will 
indeed bear the fruit of peace. 
 

And finally, today, we look to Shimon Peres for his embodiment of Jewish values.   
As a child, Shimon’s family were typical Jews--proudly Jewish, but not all that observant.  It 
was his grandfather, Hazzan and Rabbi Tzvi Meltzer, who gave young Shimon his 
grounding in Jewish belief and traditions.  Indeed, Shimon never forgot that parting 
instruction--”stay a Jew”.  It informed and motivated him as he helped to craft a country for 
the Jewish people.  First and foremost came the connection to the land of our people--
yishuv ha’aretz.  But it wasn’t enough for the Jewish people to be living in our land once 
more.  Shimon took the value of yishuv ha’aretz a step further--he insisted that our people 
be able to defend themselves and their borders, that they should never question their right 
to be there.  From the very start, he was involved in the Palmach and the Haganah, later 
helping to transform them into the army.  As Minister of Defense, he secured cutting-edge 
military technology and created alliances with France and our own United States to ensure 
that Israel would always be prepared to ward off attack. 
Although so much of his career involved the military, Shimon held most dear the Jewish 
value of shalom.  On a personal level, while he could, and did, engage in debates with his 
political rivals, he was able to maintain a friendly rapport with them.  Prime Minister 
Netanyahu, eulogizing Peres on Mount Herzl, recounted many late-night conversations 
between the two men about the best way to secure Israel’s future.  Bibi said, “Shimon 
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would toss out an argument from the left, and I would respond from the right. I’d toss 
another from the right, and he’d come back from the left.  He believed that peace with our 
neighbors was the key to security; I believe that security is the key to peace.”  And at the 
end of the night, the two would part as friends.   
Shalom between peoples and countries, of course, was Peres’ grandest dream, the greatest 
height of his imagination.  He believed it to be possible, and worked into his 93rd year to 
achieve it.  He now leaves what President Obama called “the unfinished business of peace” 
to the rest of us. 
 
After a long career in the Knesset, serving in almost every possible capacity and not always 
successfully, Peres was elected President of Israel in 2007.  He resigned his job in Knesset 
that same day, ready to become Israel’s greatest champion--officially.  It was in this 
position that Peres finally enjoyed almost universal adoration.  In his inaugural address, he 
shares his perspective on the country--what it is, and more importantly for Peres, what it 
can be.  Hear in his words the expression of every value he embodied: 

“Israel must not only be an asset but a value. A moral, cultural and scientific call for the 
promotion of man, every man. It must be a good and warm home for Jews who are not 
Israelis, as well as for Israelis who are not Jews. And it must create equal opportunities for 
all, without discriminating between religion, nationality, community or sex... I have seen 
Israel in its most difficult hours and also in moments of achievement and spiritual uplifting. 
My years place me at an observation point from which can be viewed the scene of our 
reviving nation, spread out in all its glory... Permit me to remain an optimist. Permit me to 
be a dreamer of his people. If sometimes the atmosphere is autumnal, and also if today, the 
day seems suddenly grey, the president Israel has chosen will never tire of encouraging, 
awakening and reminding - because spring is waiting for us. The spring will definitely 
come.” 

For Israelis, Shimon Peres was the eternal elder statesman.  It was impossible to imagine an 
Israel without him.  This is the new era in which we find ourselves--celebrating the fruits of 
his 70+ years of labor, and struggling to figure out how to keep dreaming. 
 
Shimon determined early on his own answers to these questions of Rosh HaShanah and 
Yom Kippur.  Because of his place in history, he was able to live out his values in a very 
public way, making a wide and deep impact on fellow Israelis and, dare I say, the world.   
Some of us may be as good as Peres at living our lives to their greatest potential, but 
chances are, most of us really need Yom Kippur each year to help us regain some 
clarity.  We are taught, Uteshuvah, utefilah, u’tzedakah ma’avirin et roa hag’zerah--
“Repentance, prayer, and tzedakah will lessen the severity of the decree”.  Throughout our 
lives, we work to comprehend this statement--if I pray more, I’ll live longer?  The more 
tzedakah I give, the more bonus days I’ll tack on to my life?  We know it doesn’t work that 
way.  Teshuvah, Tefilah, Tzedakah--these are the ways our tradition encourages us to 
deepen the quality of our days on this earth.  It’s what we do with our time that lessens the 
severity of any decree, that sweetens our days, months, and years here.  This year, we 
might translate Peres’s life pillars into a modern High Holiday piece of advice:  Embodying 
our Jewish values, embracing new technologies, and having eternal optimism--these 
increase our potential for happiness, achievement, and satisfaction. 
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Today, we not only remember Shimon Peres, Shimon ben Yitzchak v’Sarah.  Today, every 
light is lit up, as we turn our thoughts to our loved ones--mothers and fathers, husbands, 
wives, grandparents and cousins, brothers and sisters, sons, daughters.  Each individual 
whom we have loved and lost continues to teach us the lessons of their lives, through their 
own achievements, through the values they lived by, through our memories of tender 
moments.  Our loved ones may not have acted on the world’s stage; they may not have 
established foundations or created alliances between nations; they didn’t need to.  They left 
their legacy with us, and we carry it forward, living it ourselves and teaching their life 
lessons to our children.  Each and every day, they offer us inspiration and make us better 
people. 
As we prepare to remember them, I share with you one last lesson from Shimon Peres, of 
blessed memory. In 2014, he was interviewed for a TEDx Jaffa series in front of an audience 
of college students. The host asked him how he managed to achieve so many incredible 
things throughout his life.  He answered, “Every night, I make for myself a list of the 
mistakes that I did during the day and of the insults that I showed to some people…. I look 
for an opportunity to correct it. Then I wake up in the morning and make a list of the 
dreams I have had and remember to implement them.  If you want to be young, the simple 
thing is to compare the number of your achievements to the number of your dreams.  If you 
have more dreams than achievements, you are young.  If you have more achievements than 
dreams, you are old.” 
Peres, with a classic twinkle in his eye, got a laugh, but this was no joke.  The man who just 
wanted to be a “shepherd or a poet of stars” ended up going much further because he kept 
dreaming.  On this Yom Kippur, with Peres’ memory and the memories of our loved ones 
filling the space around us, let us vow together to keep dreaming.  Together, anything is 
possible. 
 


