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Appreciating the Essence of Yom Ha’Atzmaut 
A sermon delivered on April 17, 2010 

Rabbi Elie Weinstock – Congregation Kehilath Jeshurun 
 

This year, we will not be observing Yom Ha’atzmaut (Israel’s Independence Day) 
on the 5th of Iyar. Instead, we will observe it on the next day, the 6th of Iyar. Whenever 
Yom Ha’zikaron (Israel’s Memorial Day) or Yom Ha’atzmaut fall out on Friday, 
Shabbat, or Sunday, the commemorations and celebrations are moved up or pushed off a 
day or two so as to avoid any potential chillul Shabbat (Sabbath desecration) that might 
occur. The Chief Rabbinate of Israel determined that, as a Jewish state, the sanctity of 
Shabbat must be publicly maintained even if the dates of these holidays must be changed. 
I take tremendous pride in such a sentiment. It encapsulates the whole idea of a Jewish 
State. We hold off celebrating our “Independence Day” so that the state’s Jewish 
character is respected. You might think this is something pretty straightforward.  

 
Think again. Not much is straightforward or universally accepted in the Jewish 

world today. One might say that, here at KJ, things are straightforward. We celebrate 
Yom Ha’aztmaut faithfully and joyously - from the tekes (ceremony) for Yom 
Ha’zikaron to a tefillah chagigit (celebratory prayer service) on Yom Ha’atzmaut 
evening, to the Ramaz Zimriah, to our morning services that include Hallel (festive 
thanksgiving service) with a berachah (blessing). Over the years, though, a lot of 
thought, Torah, philosophy, and even politics have come together to create the holiday 
we and so many others will celebrate so proudly, please God, on Tuesday.  

 
Do not underestimate the level of innovation inherent to this modern holiday. 

Yom Ha’atzmaut is a celebration that falls smack in the middle of the Omer period 
between Pesach and Shavuot, when public joy and celebrations are avoided. There are 
different interpretations as to which specific types of activities are not appropriate, but 
live music and celebrations stand out as especially “on the outs” during this period. Yet, 
here comes Yom Ha’atzmaut with its holiday status and live music and celebrations to 
trespass on the Omer’s turf! There are even some religious authorities who allow 
weddings on Yom Ha’atzmaut! And we can even change the date?! What exactly allows 
us to celebrate Yom Ha’atzmaut the way we do?  
 

Obviously, the institution of this new holiday is predicated on a sense of gratitude 
for the State of Israel, for a return to Zion, and the salvation of our people. Such 
innovation has precedent on the basis of halakhic authorities who maintain that it is 
incumbent to declare a festival for a national miracle which saves Jewish lives in Israel. 
(It is a much longer legal discussion, but think of Chanukah as a related example.) In 
truth, however, even those who don’t officially or ritually celebrate Yom Ha’atzmaut 
recognize the concept of a State of Israel and the return of Jews to Israel as being good 
things, even if they don’t merit a special yom tov (festival).  

 
On a spiritual level, our passionate celebration of Yom Ha’Atzmaut comes from 

somewhere much deeper. At its very essence, Yom Ha’atzmaut says something about the 
religious value of a Jewish state and our faith in God’s role in history. This is what 
prompts our celebration, and this is what we must explore each year as Yom Ha’atzmaut 
approaches. 

 
Rav Tzvi Yehudah Kook was once asked the day before Yom Ha’atzmaut if it is 

permissible to shave for this day. At first, he did not answer. Later he responded: 
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“Tomorrow there will be an exam on the students’ faces.” The next morning, he saw that 
some students had not shaved in honor of the holiday. He remarked about them (invoking 
Isaiah 3:9): “Their faces show their character,” meaning that they had not absorbed the 
true joy of the day. He went on to say, “When there is faith, there is joy and when there is 
joy there are no halakhic doubts…Do we believe in the revealed redemption or not?!" 
 

I do not plan to check faces, but where Rav Kook stands is clear. Belief in the 
State of Israel is a religious tenet of faith. Proper celebration of Yom Ha’atzmaut is a 
litmus test for that faith. 
 

One may expect such sentiments from Rav Kook. After all, he is the spiritual heir 
to his father, Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook, the inspiration for Religious Zionism. But 
let’s take a look at another notable rabbi who came from a different camp. Rabbi Shlomo 
Yosef Zevin (1886-1978) was one of the Torah giants of the previous century. As a 
young man he served as spiritual leader in several Jewish communities in Russia. He 
immigrated to the land of Israel in 1935, and launched the Encyclopedia Talmudit, a 
comprehensive examination of the topics of the Talmud that is still a work in progress. 
Rabbi Zevin was a Chabad chasid and highly regarded in the ultra-Orthodox world, while 
extremely involved in religious Zionist circles, and he served as a member of Council of 
the Chief Rabbinate. (Would that we had more tolerant and open rabbinic personalities 
like him around these days!) He addressed his feelings on the establishment of the state in 
the weekly magazine for religious soldiers, Machanayim, in 1959 (emphasis added): 

 
The existence of an independent State of Israel is a wondrous miracle and is 
considered the most important event in all of Jewish history in recent 
generations…Because independent Jewish sovereignty is undeniably a marvelous 
thing to behold, we are commanded to give thanks and praise to God. 
Whoever does not do so is as one who denies the Lord’s beneficence. 
 
Rabbi Zevin was not looking for clean-shaven faces, but the celebration of Yom 

Ha’atzmaut is a fundamental of faith. He stated further: 
 
Accordingly we are obliged to recite the Hallel and to have a festive meal. We 
should make Yom Ha’atzma’ut a day of thanksgiving to the Lord, a day of festive 
rejoicing that bears the mark of our tradition. In my opinion one ought to 
emphasize that Israel’s independence is divinely miraculous; there is no place 
for the illusion that our own might and strength brought about this State… 

 
On Yom Ha’atzma’ut, Rabbi Zevin generally held a festive dinner in his home and 

put an Israeli flag on display. Usually, he prayed at the Beit Yehudah synagogue at the 
Rav Kook Institute, where he heard hallel recited with a berachah as well as the 
Sheheheyanu blessing that is reserved for special occasions even though Rabbi Zevin did 
not himself say a berachah over Hallel. He practiced what he preached: His celebration 
of Yom Ha’atzmaut was a celebration of Divine actions on our behalf.  

 
In today’s Jewish world, we do not all agree on how to celebrate Yom Ha’atzmaut – 

Hallel with or without a berachah? Live music or not? Can one shave or get a haircut 
even though it is still the Omer period? What we can, and should, all agree upon is the 
imperative to cultivate Yom Ha’aztmaut’s essence of meaning and spiritual significance. 
Those of us who accept the religious spirit of Yom Ha’atzmaut have a responsibility to 
remember and recommit to some of the values and actions our beloved State of Israel 
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inspires. Our “Avodat Yom Ha’atzmaut,” service for Israel Independence Day, takes on 
the form of remembering and embracing certain essentials. Among them: 
 

1) There is a mitzvah to live in Israel. Obviously, this is difficult to commit to for 
those of us living here. On Yom Ha’atzmaut, however, it is important to recognize that 
there is a mitzvah to live there and aliya is something to value – even if we don’t 
personally choose to emigrate. Forty-five years ago, Rabbi Norman Lamm gave a sermon 
devoted to Yom Ha’atzmaut that addressed how religious Zionists relate to the State of 
Israel. At the time, he said that aliya could not be just an ideal; it must be a principle that 
governs our behavior and conduct. If we cannot move there, he said, we can at least 
encourage and assist those who can. Rabbi Lamm warned, though, that this was not 
enough: “Such an approach may lead to the position of the two Zionists who express their 
Zionism by deciding that a third Zionist must go on aliya.” Rabbi Lamm suggested a 
more proactive approach. Our children, he says, must be encouraged to go. If not all of 
our children, then pick one and prepare him/her for the move. Ensure that their Hebrew 
skills are excellent and help them choose a career that will be useful in Israel. I read his 
sermon and looked around the dinner table that evening at my children and began to 
think, “Eeny-meeney-miney-mo…” 

 
On Yom Ha’atzmaut, we reaffirm that it is a mitzvah to live in Israel – and, if we’re 

not there, to facilitate living there and moving there. 
 

2) Israel is essential to Jewish identity. We know what a trip to Israel does to our own 
sense of Jewish pride, and we see this in our children. The fact that Israel exists, however, 
is a much more fundamental statement about Jewish identity. On a visit to the Soviet 
Union, Rabbi Yehuda Amital of Yeshivat Har Etzion asked the director of the College for 
Jewish Studies in Leningrad (St. Petersburg today), “How many Jews live here?” He 
answered, “About eighty thousand.” He asked, “How many of them have some 
connection to Judaism - how many ever go to a Jewish play, to a synagogue, to your 
college?” The director replied, “I would be optimistic to the point of exaggeration if I 
said that about two thousand maintain such a connection.” “What about the other 
seventy-eight thousand?” He said, “They know that they are Jews, and that if they're in 
trouble they can go to Israel. That is the sum total of their Judaism.” 

 
The State of Israel anchors Jewish identity today. The future of the Jewish people 

depends on Israel. On Yom Ha’atzmaut, we reaffirm our commitment to strengthen that 
identity. 
 

3) We control our own destiny. A colleague noted that the word “atzmaut” comes 
from the Hebrew word “etzem,” which means essence or reality. On this day in 1948, 
God gave us the opportunity take our fate in our own hands and create our own destiny. 
The State of Israel is a constant reminder of the need for Jewish action and activism. On 
Yom Ha’atzmaut, we reaffirm our role in setting the Jewish future. We recommit to the 
need to speak up on behalf of Israel, to legitimize Israel, to make sure we do everything 
in our power to ensure a State of Israel that continues to anchor our Jewish future. Now 
more than ever, we must realize the importance of taking this action. We need to write 
letters, leave messages, talk about issues relating to Israel, stay up to date on the latest 
issues and educate others. 

 
On Yom Ha’atzmaut, we recognize the awesome responsibility we all have to, with 

God’s help, write the next chapter of the Jewish people’s history. 
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Yom Ha’atzmaut is a wonderful holiday. It is much more than a day of gratitude for 

God’s gift of a state and a homeland. Its celebration cuts right to the heart of our belief in 
God’s involvement in our lives today. We, who will celebrate loudly and proudly the 
State of Israel’s 62nd birthday on Tuesday, must reaffirm our commitment to the essential 
core values and opportunities that the state makes possible, and we must pray for 
guidance and strength as we transform our return to Zion, our State of Israel, into a light 
that will shine forth to inspire the world. 


