
 1

YOM KIPPUR 2005 
 

Thursday, October 13, 2005 
 

“WE DARE NOT DISENGAGE FROM EACH OTHER” 
 

Delivered by Rabbi Haskel Lookstein 
 
 
 It was known in Israel as the Hitnatkut – the disengagement.  For more than a 
year it was planned by the Sharon Government with the clear support of a majority of 
Israelis.  It involved the uprooting of about 10,000 Jews from 19 settlements in the Gush 
Katif/Gaza area and four small settlements in the Northern Shomron.  It was perhaps the 
most wrenching experience in the history of the Jewish State.  Jews evicted other Jews 
from their homes and destroyed the infrastructure of thriving communities.  In advance of 
the operation, which ultimately took only six days, there was fear of civil war, of violence 
by Jew against Jew, and even of deaths.  Regardless of the merits of the operation, 
whether one feels it was justified or not, necessary or not, it has left Israelis and 
American Jews torn apart in response to what happened and in perceptions about the 
operation. 
 
 On the one side, there are the Leon Wieseltiers.  Wieseltier is the literary editor of 
The New Republic.  He has written many wonderful articles about Israel.  He is a 
graduate of the Yeshivah of Flatbush and the author of a magnificent volume on the 
Kaddish. But his article in a recent issue of The New Republic, which appeared in the 
World Jewish Digest under the heading “Dry You Eyes: Gaza’s Settlers Don’t Deserve 
Our Sympathy,” is unbecoming to a Jewish writer. Castigating the settlers of the West 
Bank and Gaza as a Jewish sect, Wieseltier writes: “When I behold the photographs of 
the settlers in Gaza being uprooted by Israeli soldiers, empathy almost completely deserts 
me. I seem to have a heart of stone, and I am not entirely embarrassed by it.  More 
precisely, I regard the eviction of the settlers as the appropriate reward for their own 
hearts of stone.”  
 
 What has come over Wieseltier?  Has he forgotten the Talmudic warning: “Do not 
judge another person until you stand in his place?”  What does he know about the lives of 
the Jewish citizens of Gaza?  How dare he speak about people many of whom today are 
homeless, unemployed, and impoverished and say that “Empathy almost completely 
deserts me?” If he were not such a good guy and brilliant writer I would have much more 
to say about him and his essay. 
 
 Even more repugnant, however, is an article that appeared just a couple of weeks 
ago in a New Jersey newspaper “The Jewish Voice and Opinion” by somebody cowardly 
writing under a pseudonym – S.A. Halevy – but who is identified as a “powerful, 
important Rabbi in the tri-state area who was a force in the national religious movement. 
That article blasts the State of Israel, the entire government, the Chief Rabbinate, the 
Rabbinical Council of America, and even the scholars of Yeshivat Har-Etzion. The 



 2

author writes: “Israel has successfully completed its disengagement….now, the second 
stage of disengagement is upon us – my own, and I suspect, that of many formerly 
religious Zionist-American Jews, from the State of Israel.”   He continues: “What was 
once the symbol of our national hopes and yearnings has deteriorated into just another 
oppressor of Jews, a persecutor of religious Jews, a country which, as the World Bank 
recently noted, has the second most corrupt government in the world among developed 
nations.” Blasting the Israel Defense Forces and every other arm of the government, the 
writer says: “The disengagement has therefore ushered in my personal divorce from the 
State of Israel.  It is painful to say, but the State of Israel no longer reflects my values or 
aspirations, and no longer is worthy of my political or financial support.” And a little 
later on: “I would not give a dime or shekel to any entity that is even remotely connected 
with the corrupt Israeli Government, including the Army....” 
 
 I was quoted in the Jewish Week about my reaction to this despicable essay. They 
didn’t quote my entire statement. What I said, which wasn’t quoted, was that this article 
represents the ravings of a depressed person who has despaired of Israel because he is 
deeply distressed by its policies. I can understand his distress.  I have compassion for his 
depression.  But he has no right to defame Israel, the Army, and the whole Jewish People.  
He should seek treatment instead. 
     
 As one critic of this article has written, he has the audacity to blame the residents 
of Gaza themselves for not fighting back when the IDF came to evacuate them.  He 
wrote:  “If the Arabs came to destroy their homes, they would defend them to the death, 
but if Israelis come, they will leave with singing, tears and flag waving.”  It sounds like 
the author is sorry that there was no bloodshed, that Jews did not actually shoot at other 
Jews.  Is the man demented or just crazy? 
 
 What really happened in Gaza and the Northern Shomron?  What happened was 
both a tragedy and a triumph.  It was perhaps a necessary tragedy but it was a tragedy 
nonetheless, declared so by the Prime Minister who ordered the disengagement. But it 
was also a triumph for the Jewish People, one of the finest hours since the founding of the 
movement for political Zionism more than 100 years ago. 
 
 This triumph came in the form of heroic behavior by the Israel Defense Forces.  
The IDF has always held its members to the highest heroic standards, but these standards 
were never higher than what was required of them in the disengagement operation.  
Soldiers whose normal task is to fight were trained for restraint.  Instead of bearing arms 
to attack, they extended arms and hands in support.  In place of power and fists, they used 
persuasion and speech. Rather than treating their opponents as foes, they embraced them 
as friends. How dare this Rabbi criticize the IDF in the light of such heroic behavior! 
 
 Furthermore, there was heroism on the part of the residents of Gaza themselves 
who, but for a few exceptions, mostly trouble-makers from outside Gaza, were 
determined not to fight against their IDF brothers and sisters.  They made their statements 
of protest and expressed opposition by exercising passive resistance, steadfastly refusing 
to move voluntarily but, at the same time, avoiding any violence.  They were helped to 
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maintain their non-violent posture by men and women soldiers who respected them, 
empathized with their pain and suffering and valued their idealism.  How dare Wieseltier 
condemn these heroic people! 
 
 The Talmud defines a hero as one who conquers himself, who refuses to be ruled 
by instinct or passion, but who does the right thing, at the right time, even if it requires 
transcending one’s nature.  The citizens of Israel have always demonstrated this heroic 
principle.  The Army is always restraining itself in its actions against terrorists, putting 
Israeli soldiers’ lives at risk rather than smashing the enemy with bombs smashing the 
enemy with bombs and shells that do not discriminate between terrorists and innocent 
civilians.  It was the same kind of heroism by soldiers and citizens that was demonstrated 
in Gaza when people on both sides restrained their natural instincts and responses in 
carrying out a difficult government decision.  Shame on Wieseltier and shame on the 
anonymous Rabbi who failed to appreciate this heroic behavior! 
 
 But this extraordinary moment left behind people who were expelled from their 
homes and who must rightly be seen as “victims,” Wieseltier’s comments to the contrary 
notwithstanding.  This has nothing to do with politics; it is simply a humanitarian 
observation.  We should be concerned for these uprooted people as we are concerned for 
the victims of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  In some ways, we should be more concerned.  
Many of the hurricane victims will return to their homes, schools, and communities; the 
residents of Gaza and the Northern Shomron will not. Many of them are suffering from 
some form of post-trauma syndrome.  They cannot come to terms with the loss of their 
possessions, their homes, their communities, and their livelihoods. Many are without 
most of their worldly possessions.  Some do not know where they have been stored. 
Many are seeking warm clothing in advance of the changing season. Seventy percent of 
these people are unemployed. We must remember that the residents of Gaza were 
extremely productive and almost all had jobs.  For many those jobs are just a memory. 
 
 These are the facts that Wieseltier cannot empathize with.  These are the facts 
from which the author/Rabbi wants to disengage.   
            
 There is a lesson in all of this and it comes to us not from a Rabbinic leader like 
Rav Aviner or even Rav Aahron Lichtenstein, but from a 20-year-old boy who is in the 
Army and who was ordered to participate in the evacuation of Jews from Gaza.  His 
name is Shai Bernstein.  He is the son of Ricki and David Bernstein who made aliyah 18 
years ago when Shai was only two. They had been leading educators in Ramaz and in KJ.  
Shai wrote a memoir from which I would like to quote because I think he gets it right. 
   
 “When somebody asks me how it was, I am moved to say ‘It was one of the 
hardest things that I ever experienced in my life.’  However, I have to stop myself 
because what happened in Gaza doesn’t compare with anything. It’s another world. The 
responsibility placed upon me tore my heart in pieces.  I found myself agreeing, 
supporting, believing with all my heart and soul in the positions of both sides – the 
government and the residents.  Journalists all speak about the tear in the fabric of the 
nation and how long it will take to repair it.  I am still struggling with the tear in my inner 
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being.  On the day that the residents of Elai Sinai left their settlement in a procession I 
was wrung out, emotionally devastated on a level that I had never before experienced. 
 
 “But suddenly I thought of the words from a song by Ehud Manor “I have no 
other place even if my land is engulfed in flame, one word in Hebrew penetrates my 
veins and my soul.  Despite a body wracked with pain and a ravaged heart I proclaim Kan 
Hu Beiti – ‘This Is My Home’…….”  
 
Shai continues: 
 “In my humble opinion the internal tear which I feel as an individual is like the 
condition of the Jewish People in general.  Even if I experience a terrible pain in one part 
of my body, I don’t cut off a hand or a foot.  We are one people, one body, no matter 
what happens. This is our nation, with all its crazy variations and strange ideologies. 
Even if we have been torn apart we have to deal with that and apply bandages, but we 
have to continue moving forward! Together! In my opinion, the treatment that is most 
important now is to foster Ahavat Chinam, to love one another more, to forgive one 
another more, to make every effort to speak one with the other.  Yes, to smile one toward 
the other, more than ever before, and to add goodness and love rather than anger and 
hatred.” 
 
 Quoting Rabbi Elimelech of Lizensk, Shai writes: “Quite the contrary, we should 
pray to God that every one of us should see the good in our friends and not their 
deficiencies.  We should speak to our friends nicely and in a proper way and there never 
should be felt in our hearts any hatred one for the other, God forbid.” 
 
 The title of Shai’s memoir is “We Must Not Disengage One From The Other.” 
Tell that to Wieseltier and the rabbinic author.  The main thing is not to disengage one 
from the other. 
 
 Is there a more appropriate way to deal with the tragedy and triumph of the 
disengagement from Gaza? “The main thing is not to disengage one from the other.”  We 
are all brothers, we are all friends, we all must support each other now and forever. 


