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On the rare occasions when I mention contemporary politics from this pulpit, I do so with 

both anxiety and apprehension. I’m neither a pundit nor a political scientist. What’s more, 

the issues are so charged and potentially so divisive that my general preference is to err 

on the side of caution rather than risk upsetting the apple cart.  

 

With this in mind, and with due humility, I ask your indulgence – for I’m afraid that these 

times are too fraught and the issues too close to home to simply go on as if it we’re 

business as usual.  

 

On Tuesday morning, The New York Times printed an opinion piece by President 

Mahmoud Abbas. It’s a difficult piece for us to read. In it he: 

• rewrites the history the Palestinians; 

• lays all the blame on Israel;  

• ignores the magnanimous concessions that Israel has made and offered over the 

past decades; 

• insists that the State of Palestine intends to be a peace-loving nation, committed to 

human rights, democracy and the rule of law; 

• and asks that all friendly nations of the world support Palestine’s effort to be 

accepted by the UN as a member nation.  

 

To put this in perspective, I share with you the words of Jackson Diehl of the Washington 

Post: 

 

“Two weeks ago, Abbas blew up four years of U.S.-sponsored institution building, 

relative peace and growing prosperity in the West Bank by signing a “reconciliation” 

agreement with the Hamas movement — a deal that probably will obligate him to fire his 

progressive prime minister, release scores of jailed Hamas militants and bond his security 

forces with Hamas’s Iranian-equipped army. On Tuesday, he published an op-ed in the 

New York Times in which he committed himself to seeking a U.N. General Assembly 

vote on Palestinian statehood in September. 

  

“It was, as the Times put it in a separate news story, “a declaration of war on the status 

quo.” Abbas’s new strategy is radically different: The U.N. vote, he wrote, will “pave the 

way for us to pursue claims against Israel at the United Nations, human rights bodies and 

the International Court of Justice” — in other words, sanctions. 

  

Meanwhile, there will be a change in Palestinian doctrine. The new goal will be one on 

which Abbas and Hamas can agree: not a peace treaty leading to statehood but statehood 

followed by negotiations, “a key focus” of which “will be reaching a just solution for 

Palestinian refugees” — whose return to Israel would mean its demise.” 
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For so many years, we Americans have taken great comfort and great pride in knowing 

that our government stands squarely with Israel. Whether we’ve agreed or disagreed with 

a particular formulation or a particular policy, it’s been clear that 1600 Pennsylvania Ave. 

was a friendly address and home to the supportive voice of a partner and comrade.   

 

I share with you only my personal view, but after listening to President Obama’s words 

on Thursday, I question whether or not this is still the case. I sincerely hope that his 

intentions are noble, but one didn’t have to be a Mid-East expert to notice that he has now 

seamlessly assimilated the language and buzzwords of the Palestinians into his rhetoric:  

• Occupation is the principle enemy of peace; 

• Pre-1967 borders are a legitimate starting point;  

• Palestinian statehood precedes negotiations;  

• And Jerusalem is on the table. 

 

As Norman Podhoretz noted, the good news is that these were mere words. For now, at 

least, the President hasn’t strong-armed Israel into a concession it’s not able to make; nor 

has he dispatched a new Mid-East envoy to implement a new policy. But with existential 

questions and long-term security at stake, this is small comfort.  

 

So what do we do?  

 

Of course we write letters to the editor; we call and email and our elected officials; we 

support AIPAC and participate in Policy Conference. 

 

But is there something more we can say? 

 

Tomorrow is Lag Ba’Omer, a minor holiday to which we usually give short shrift. But I 

think there’s something about this day which is instructive in these times.  

 

I’d like to suggest that Lag Ba’Omer is significant on three historical levels:  

 

First, as many of you know, ל"ג בעומר marks the yahrzeit of Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai. 

On Sunday the Israeli government is preparing for over a million people to visit Meron to 

mark the day. But according to one opinion, it also marks the anniversary of the day on 

which R. Shimon bar Yochai emerged from his celebrated cave. For twelve years, he and 

his son secreted themselves away subsisting only on carobs and water. It was a time of 

great religious elevation – and when they emerged – they had reached such spiritual 

heights that re-integrating with the mundane world was a difficult challenge.  

 

Perhaps on Lag Ba’Omer it’s worth considering a dose of spiritual elevation in our lives. 

It doesn’t have to be a cave; and it doesn’t have to be 12 years. But how about a day, or 

an hour, or a moment. At times like these, it’s so easy to let our emotions get the best of 

us. We can fall into the trap of extremism, cynicism or divisive partisanship. But in the 

spirit of R. Shimon bar Yochai, let’s hold ourselves to a higher standard. Carve out a little 

time to contemplate; reflect; daven. It won’t solve the world’s problems, but for us 

individuals it will surely help give them a context and make them a little easier to bear.  
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Second – and this is less well-known – the Chasam Sofer writes that Lag Ba’Omer is the 

anniversary of the day on which the מן began to fall during our time in the wilderness.  

R. Yaakov Medan once noted that the command for each person to restrict himself to a 

daily portion of manna for each member of the household represented an exceptional 

capacity for self-restraint and concern for the other. If any one person would take more 

than his share, it would mean that someone else would go hungry. And yet the Torah tells 

us איש לפי אכלו לקטו (Ex. 16:18): Everyone took no more than his portion. 

 

On Lag Ba’Omer, then, we rededicate ourselves to this same ethic: even at times when 

we ourselves are literally or figuratively hungry, it’s within our ability to put the needs of 

others front and center.  

 

If our first response is to make time for reflection, our second response is to care. Be 

moved. Physically, we may only be able to be with our brothers and sisters in Israel every 

once in a while. But our hearts have to be with them every day. Time is too short and our 

nation too small for any one of us to hide behind the cloak of indifference. 

 

And finally, Lag Ba’Omer is the day on which the students of R. Akiva stopped dying. 

Why were these students victimized by a plague? Because, the Gemara tells us,  שלא נהגו

  .they failed to treat one another with dignity – כבוד זה בזה

 

Kavod is certainly a value and its absence is problematic. But what’s the deeper meaning 

of this episode?  

 

I think the answer becomes apparent when we pause for a moment to think about what it 

must have meant to be a student of R. Akiva. These were the disciples of a man who led 

his life championing the cause of ואהבת לרעך כמוך; they should have been exemplars of 

their Rebbe’s ideals. To claim to be his students while failing to abide by his most 

cherished value represented the height of hypocrisy. Lag Ba’omer marked the end of this 

disingenuousness.  

 

This is our third response: When we come under assault from those who seek to rewrite 

history, it’s incumbent upon us to become paragons of truthfulness. It’s an ethic we think 

about often, but it’s never been more pressing. Brush up on your history. Know the real 

story – and then tell it.  

 

If we don’t act, who are the leaders of our community going to be in a generation from 

now? 

• Men and women whose moral opinions aren’t shaped by heroism of the 1948 or 

1967, but by the op/ed pages of our newspapers; 

• Young people bombarded by revisionism and worse on college campuses; 

• Boys and girls watching the leader of the free world paint a portrait of moral 

equivalency between Israel and those bent on her destruction.  
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We can afford nothing less than unabashed, unashamed, unapologetic truth-telling. If we 

don’t recommit ourselves to spreading truth, no one else is going to stand up and do it for 

us. 

 

As we read in our Haftarah just a few minutes ago: The prophet ירמיהו promises that he 

day will come when the nations will recognize the truth: ויאמרו אך שקר נחלו אבותינו – “And 

they will say, ‘Our ancestors inherited only falsehood.’” We hope and pray that day 

comes quickly. But until it does, the responsibility devolves upon each and every one of 

us. 

 

Rabbi Jung was fond of his three R’s: Reverence, Righteousness and Rahamanut. In 

celebration of Lag Ba’Omer, this morning I ask you to consider three C’s: Contemplate, 

care and commit yourself to truth-telling.   

 

Let’s do our part and daven that Hashem does his: 

 

 מלך מלכי המלכים, ברחמיו יתן בלבם ובלב כל יועציהם ושריהם לעשות טובה עמנו ועם כל ישראל.

May He put into the hearts of our leaders the desire to deal kindly with us and with all 

Israel. 

 בימיהם ובימנו תושע יהודה וישראל ישכון לבטח ובא לציון גואל וכן יהי רצון.

In their days and in ours may Judah be saved, may Israel dwell in safety, may the 

redeemer come to Zion, may this be His will and let us say Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


