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Rosh Hashanah 5778 

By Rabbi Freedman 

 An integral part of Rosh Hashanah and the Days of Awe is to review the year that has 

just past and to let its experiences influence our immediate future.  This is no less so for the 

Jewish people than it is for us as individuals.  It has been a trying year within the Jewish world, 

particularly for non-Orthodox Jews and many modern Orthodox as well.  We have been 

challenged particularly by the rise of anti-Semitism on the left as well as on the right and by a 

rancorous relationship with the government of the State of Israel.   

This year there has been a greater challenge to the concept of Israel as a homeland for 

all Jews than ever before.  Three things stand out.  The first is old business in a way, and that is 

the continued development, or at least permitting, of settlements on the West Bank and in East 

Jerusalem.  This remains an irritant to many of us who view this and other attendant policies in 

the territories as counter-productive to Israel’s larger interests.  The second issue is less noticed 

and that is that the current Israeli government just doesn’t seem to get the concept of freedom 

of speech. In several different ways, the Netanyahu government has conflated criticism of the 

government with disloyalty to Israel.  Such practices do not reflect the democratic principles for 

which Israel is rightly renowned, particularly in a part of the world where no other real 

democracy exists.  Witness the fact that Mahmud Abbas is in the 12th year of a four year term.  

These two issues are indeed important, but it is the last issue that resonated much more 

deeply with Diaspora Jews.  This last issue is the reneging of the Netanyahu government on the 

agreement to establish egalitarian worship space at the Western Wall while at the same time 

endorsing legislation that would strengthen the ultra-Orthodox control over the conversion 
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process in Israel, that is, increasing control over who is recognized as a Jew by the rabbinate in 

Israel.  While both of these issues are now in some form of limbo, the real problem is the 

presence of the ultra-orthodox religious parties in the Israeli government.  Because the Prime 

Minister needs every vote he can get to hold together his fragile coalition, he is beholden to the 

agenda of these parties, much of which centers on denying the legitimacy of any form of 

Judaism outside of ultra-orthodoxy and to maintaining or expanding their own power in regard 

to conversion and performance of life cycle events.  This amplifies the voice of those like the 

Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem who earlier this month said that Reform Jews are worse 

than Holocaust deniers.  This mixing of politics and religion, particularly when it is exclusionary 

towards progressive and even many orthodox Jews, is anathema to American Jews and others 

in the Diaspora.  As a result, I and my colleagues have heard more questioning of the 

attachment of Diaspora Jews to Israel as our homeland in the past few months than ever 

before.  In fact, over 600 Conservative rabbis signed a letter to the Prime Minister essentially 

telling him that it was up to him what message they would be delivering about Israel from their 

pulpits at the High Holy Days this year. 

 All of these currents pose a threat to the unity of the Jewish people and to the 

relationship of Diaspora Jews with Israel.  But this not the first time that this has happened in 

Jewish history and it is critical that we learn the lessons of previous centuries and apply them to 

our own.  Sinat Chinam, what the Sages called baseless hatred, has been an element of the 

Jewish world forever.  It is blamed for the divisions within Jewish society which allowed the 

Romans to conquer and eventually destroy the Second Temple and Jerusalem.  And let us not 

forget that once our homeland was lost in 70 CE it was not restored for nearly 2000 years.  Here 
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is my simple message. It happened then and it can happen again.  The confusion among the 

Jewish people between the current government of Israel and the concept of Israel as our Jewish 

homeland is dangerous.  It is dangerous when progressive Jews speak about walking away from 

Israel or not recognizing it as their own.  It is dangerous because it gives comfort to the very 

real foreign enemies of Israel by fostering doubts about the relationship between Israel and the 

United States.  And it is dangerous because it gives comfort to the very real enemies of Israel 

and the Jewish people here at home on the right and on the left. 

 We need to get some perspective, folks.  The world is a better and safer place for the 

Jewish people with a strong and vital Israel and a strong and vital Israel is best served by having 

an unbreakable relationship with the United States.  We need to consider two basic truths.  The 

first is that we have an existential interest in the existence of a Jewish homeland.  The rise of 

anti-Semitism here and abroad reminds us of the need for a safe haven for Jews. The other is 

that our homeland faces some very real threats, particularly from Iran, that requires the 

support of the United States.  If you think about the geography of the region, to the north Iran 

effectively controls the government of Lebanon, whose territory contains an estimated 150,000 

Hezbollah rockets which are much more accurate than the last time they were fired.  To the 

east in Syria, Iran and Hezbollah have joined with Russia to ensure the existence of the criminal 

Asad regime.  Iran is Hamas’s chief supporter and source of funding at a time when a reproach 

Moir between Hamas and Fatah is increasingly likely.  If this happens, it will finally lead to 

Palestinian elections from which a Hamas government, supported by Iran, might well emerge.  

Meanwhile, Iran continues to expand its influence in Iraq and Yemen as well.  



 4 

   You will recall that I favored the Iran nuclear deal and still do because adding a nuclear 

capability to Iran’s actions would only make the situation that much worse.  And, as we know 

from North Korea, any state that is willing to risk world opinion can obtain nuclear weapons.  

This does not mean, however, that Iran is moderating its actions or become more moderate in 

its hate for Israel.  Israel needs the unqualified support of the United States to combat this 

threat and to serve as our most reliable partner in an increasingly dangerous part of the world. 

 I oppose many of the policies of the Netanyahu government, from settlements to its 

caving to the religious parties who want to expand their own power over life cycles and 

conversions in Israel.  I oppose the Prime Minister’s waffling over egalitarian worship space at 

the Western Wall.  But governments come and go; Israel the people and Israel the state must 

remain! This is not the time to withdraw from Israel, it is the time to double our resolve to 

make Israel the homeland that we need it to be; open, free and welcoming of all Jews.  We 

cannot afford to have our ambiguous feelings toward the current government be seen, 

especially by our children, as a rejection of Israel itself. 

 And this is particularly so at a time when there is a significant rise in anti-Israel and, I 

strongly believe, anti-Semitic feelings both on the far right and on the far left.  That the neo-

Nazis and the KKK hate Jews and Israel is nothing new.  What is new is a perception that their 

anti-Semitic views are more a part of the political mainstream than before.  I discussed this last 

year in regard to then-candidate Donald Trump’s association with Steve Bannon and the alt-

right.  I continue to be disappointed in our president’s seeming inability to clearly and simply 

state that he and his administration unequivocally reject the support of these groups and that 

they will be a target of the Justice Department. To say that neo-Nazis and KKK members have 
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the right to free expression does not preclude one from expressing outrage at the content of 

that speech.  Every time an equivocal response is given in regard to people who preach hate, it 

leads to a belief that such hate speech is legitimate political discourse.  It is not and the Jewish 

community is rightfully concerned and puzzled.  

 But the far right does not have any monopoly on anti-Israel and anti-Semitic conduct.  A 

few weeks ago, at the Dike March in Chicago, the organizers told a woman carrying a flag with a 

multi-colored Star of David at its center to leave the parade.  An organizer of the 

March told the Windy City Times that the flag “made people feel unsafe” and that she 

and the other members of the Dyke March collective didn’t want anything “that can 

inadvertently or advertently express Zionism” at the event. 

 Nor is this an isolated example.  The Black Lives Matter platform includes the following 

statement describing Israel as “a state that practices systematic discrimination and has 

maintained a military occupation of Palestine for decades.”  The conflating of the African-

American struggle with that of the Palestinians has placed Jewish college students at UT and 

across the country in a precarious position.  Those Jewish students, raised on words of social 

justice, find themselves more and more isolated on campus. They hear that their very presence 

is a provocation and that their efforts towards justice are not welcome.  I also receive regular 

reports of anti-Israeli petitions by faculties on campuses across the country and in Europe 

baring Israeli scholars from teaching or excluding their work from academic symposiums.  At a 

recent AIPAC briefing, it was reported that with all the rancor that the accompanied the 

formulation of the Democratic Party’s platform last year, the only time security was called was 

when the subject was support for Israel. 

http://chicagoist.com/2017/06/25/photos_dyke_march_draws_over_a_thou.php#photo-1
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 In this atmosphere, unity among the Jewish people and support for Israel is more 

critical than ever.  The question, as I see it, is one of legitimacy.  Within the Jewish world, 

we must be working alongside those who recognize Jewish diversity and are willing to 

acknowledge the legitimacy and authenticity of all branches of Judaism both in Israel and in 

the Diaspora.  Those who reject the legitimacy of the practice of their fellow Jews are 

welcome to their opinion and to their practice.  But such elements within the Jewish people 

cannot be allowed to wield power over the lives of others and certainly must not be allowed 

to define the religious life of the State of Israel.  Instead of running from Israel, we must 

fight back in any way that we can against the religious parties and their exclusionary 

policies.  We must support the progressive Jewish movements in Israel and, to the extent 

allowed by law, support political parties that represent our interests as Jews.  I have told my 

leftist friends in Israel that it is ultimately on them to get the Israeli left’s act together but 

we have to help the best we can.  And that extends to not withdrawing our support of 

basically non-political entities like Jewish National Fund and Israel Bonds. 

To those outside of the Jewish world who share the Jewish passion for social justice, I 

ask do you recognize the legitimacy of the State of Israel and its right to reside within safe 

and secure borders?  Not only must raise we our voices against neo-Nazis and the KKK but 

also speak clearly to those who values we might share in other realms that the price of our 

support is respect for the legitimate interests of the Jewish people.  I think my record on 

social justice issues is pretty clear, and I will continue to speak out for racial justice, voting 

rights, humane immigration and refugee policies, as well as LGBTQ and transgender rights 

but I will not make common cause with groups who do not recognize the legitimacy of the 
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State of Israel or whose expression of opposition to Israeli policy extends to being 

exclusionary of Jews.  Such stances go beyond questioning of Israeli foreign policy to being 

anti-Semitic. 

It is time for us to unite and to reject those forces from both within the Jewish people 

and outside of the Jewish people who would wish to divide us and, ultimately, stigmatize us 

or our homeland.  The great sage, Hillel, had it right:  If I am not for myself than who will be 

for me?   

May 5778 be a year of unity and shalom for us all! 

  

  


