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Rabbi Michael White’s Rosh Hashanah Sermon – September 25, 2014 

 

This summer while in the Berkshire mountains, I visited the Norman Rockwell museum 

in Stockbridge, Mass.  It’s an annual pilgrimage, homage to American patriotism, 

romanticized by Rockwell’s unique genious. 

 

In the very center of the museum, a room houses Rockwell’s magisterial paintings he 

called The Four Freedoms.  Each magnificent work is a tribute to a commitment we 

Americans make to one another, commitments enshrined in the constitution and in our 

unique liberal social contract.   

 

Freedom of speech. Freedom of worship.  Freedom from want.  Freedom from fear.  

Each is beautiful and inspiring. 

 

The paintings were inspired by FDR’s 1941 State of the Union Address.  Much of Europe 

was occupied by the Nazi’s, and President Roosevelt was preparing our nation for war.  

Reminding the nation of our essential ethos, of the values that define us.  Human rights, 

to which every human being was entitled, for which we would battle to ensure.   

 

My favorite of the four paintings is Freedom of Speech.  In it a man who looks like a 

young Lincoln, dressed in workman’s clothes, surrounded by older men in suits, 

addresses a public body.  The elders paid close attention, respectful attention, to what 

this young workman had to say. 

 

Supposedly this painting was inspired by a local public meeting Rockwell attended, 

when a man spoke, offering an unpopular view on some issue, and was shouted down, 

had his patriotism questioned and was told he should shut up. 

 

I stood in that museum room, studying those four extraordinary works of art, for a good 

long time.  It felt good, to pay homage to them, and to affirm gratitude for those brave 

men and woman who went to Europe and the Pacific to preserve those values, 

especially those brave soldiers who would die for them.  
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And I thought about our beloved Israel.  And her soldiers.  The day I visited the Rockwell 

Museum was the day the ground war in Gaza commenced. 

We have all lived through many wars in Israel. But this one was different for me.  Many 

of my Israeli friends had kids in the Israel Defense Forces, friends my age with kids my 

own children’s ages. 

 

Last summer at Shabbat dinner in Jerusalem, one of my closest friends showed me a 

picture of his 19 year old daughter.  She’s a beautiful girl, petite like Talia.  And she was 

standing in her uniform at a rocket launcher, looking as if she were about to fire it.  The 

launcher was much, much larger than she.  During this war she was in the intelligence 

division, somewhere in Gaza. 

 

Or my teacher at the Hartman Institute who spoke about his son, who had graduated 

from the rear of his unit to the front.  That meant that he would be the first to break down 

the doors in the building assumed to harbor terrorists and weapons.   

 

Some reviewers of Rockwell’s Four Freedoms condemned it for romanticizing war.  For 

churning patriotic fervor without consideration of the bloody consequences.  The USO 

without Dresden, Hiroshima and Nagasaki.   

 

Sanitized, and therefore irresponsible, the critics wrote.  Encouraging a nation to go to 

war without consideration of the carnage, the death, the maiming, the funerals, the gold 

stars, they wrote, is a stepstone to tyranny.   

No one in Israel is detached from war. No Israeli can afford to romanticize war. Every 

Israeli loves someone in fatigues, someone on the front lines.  Everyone’s child serves.  

And this summer, every time an IDF casualty was announced, my heart stopped, as I 

thought of my friends, and their kids.   

 

This year as I read our Torah portion in preparation for today, this stark, violent episode--

-Abraham meticulously, seemingly emotionally detached, preparing to kill his son Isaac, 

lifting the knife to Isaac’s throat---- 

 

I thought of my Israeli friends, packing their children’s gear, driving them to their bases,  

saying goodbye, sending them into battle. 



3	
	

 

Every year as we’ve read this story together, I’ve asked you to consider whether 

Abraham made the right decision, to obey God, to take his son, and the knife, to the top 

of that mountain, and to build that altar, and bind his son. 

 

But this year, as I think about my friends and their soldier-children, I realize that the very 

question is a false one. 

No one wants to risk a child’s life.  No one in Israel wanted this war.  This catastrophic 

war, with a sea of blood, hundreds of children dead.  Four children bombed on a Gaza 

beach. Whole families killed in an instant.   

 

And yet, Israel had no choice.  Her enemy, Hamas, are genocidal terrorists. Since taking 

over control of Gaza, their only aim is to crush Israel. They built nothing to improve the 

lives of Gaza’s citizens.  They fire rockets from school courtyards and store weapons in 

hospitals.  Hamas’s political leader, from the comfort of his Qata hotel, urged more 

martyrs, better for the PR cause. 

 

In the demonic, inhuman Hamas strategy, the more they fired rockets at Israeli cities, the 

more Israel retaliated---but not before warning people in Gaza to evacuate the areas 

targeted---then by warning them again---But for Hamas, the more children died---the 

better.   

 

Hamas operatives murder three teenagers, lie about it, send a flurry of rockets into Israel 

and the world condemns Israel for responding.   

 

And so, this Rosh Hashana, after July’s catastrophic destruction, after reading about 

Abraham and Isaac and that night, I confess that  I am bound as family---to Abraham 

and Isaac, to the young IDF soldiers who are my friends’ children, to all my friends in Tel 

Aviv and Jerusalem, rushing, day and night into bomb shelters—reluctantly but 

purposefully fighting a just war---I am bound to them because they are all family.  

Because we Jews are family.   Because Israel is family. 

 

And this war has unveiled the age-old hypocricy and the subtle anti-Semitism that never 

seems to go away. 
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Calls for boycotts of Israeli goods and academic institutions---by so-called human rights 

activists who never utter a whimper about Saudi Arabia, where women are still not 

allowed to drive, or African countries where honor killings are countenanced by the 

authorities, or China whose treatment of Tibet goes unnoticed. No calls for sanctions 

against Pakistan when they go after terrorists and kill hundreds of their own citizens in 

the process, or Nigeria, where Boko Haram kidnaps and murders children. 

 

But Israel, Israel who as offered the Palestinians a state, who offered to return land, who 

offered Jerusalem, Israel is the world’s pariah. 

 

And I watched with sadness and fury as major papers of record like the New York Times 

and international outlets like CNN habitually report only half the story.  Interesting, that 

although 700 journalists where in Gaza during the war, we never saw one picture of a 

Hamas terrorist. Not one.  After the war photographers and journalists said although they 

saw many firing from schoolyards and hotel courtyards, Hamas forbade these journalists 

from reporting it.  And editors refused to print such stories because it defied the story 

they wanted to tell, that Israel was cavalierly murdering children. 

 

I watched an interview conducted by Erin Burnett on CNN with the Ron ???? Israel’s 

ambassador to the UN.  She asked him, accusedly, how Israel could bomb UN facilities 

with abandon?  Ron pointed out that the UN itself had reported that two of its facilities 

had been used by Hamas to stockpile weapons and as launching sites. 

 

Burnett seemed to have no idea.  Her story was about Israel the aggressor, and CNN 

clearly hadn’t bothered to provide her with the facts.  

 

So, England and Germany announce that they will review their military cooperation with 

Israel.  Calls for boycotts spread.  And Jews around the world are attacked.   

 

One of Hamas’s refrains is that Israel closely guards the borders between Gaza and 

Israel and monitors all ships that wish to enter Gaza from the sea. This, they claim, is a 

violation of international law---as if a nation guarding its borders is somehow unusual.  
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All food, humanitarian aid and all construction materials are allowed to pass as a matter 

of course.  Now we know that much of the cement and steel sent to Gaza from abroad—

construction materials that were supposed to be used to build schools and houses and 

businesses, went into the terror tunnels---tunnels that children were forced to help build 

and 160 children died in the process—by the way.  And yet, inspite of the truth, in spite 

of Hamas’s deadly agenda, Israel is attacked for  protecting her citizens.   

 

You may not know this, but during the war, Israel’s Knesset passed historic legislation 

that went unnoticed. Now, same sex married couples will be able to immigrate to Israel 

and be recognized as married couples.  Israel recognizes same sex marriage. 

 

None of the major outlets spent much time on this, understandably, because of the war.  

But imagine. Israel, a thriving, transparent democracy surrounded by theocratic and 

secular ruling thugs.  Israel, a haven for gays and lesbians, and for Christians, 

surrounded by countries that routinely imprison, exile and execute them. 

 

Israel, pleading with the Palestinians to make a serious attempt at reconciliation, 

pleading with her neighbors to create a roadmap for peaceful coexistence, is the pariah 

of the western world.  

 

And by the way, I make no apologies for the terrible policies Israel enacts—for the 

immoral expanding settlements, for the ultra-Orthodox stranglehold on personal status 

issues, none.   

 

In the same way I rail with anger against the stupid things the US government does in 

my name and with my tax dollars. 

 

But I love America. And I love Israel. Both are family. And both, while flawed, are models 

of exceptionalism, human rights and justice.  

 

In my lifetime, I have never felt a more urgent, more fervent responsibility to support the 

state and people of Israel.  Never.  Our family needs us, to stand with them, to support 

them, to ensure that our government does not distance itself from them.   
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Now is the time to use all our power, all our influence, all our voices, to join in familial 

kinship. 

So we here at Temple Sinai have many ways. 

--lectures 

--trips 

-WZO 

 

A year or so ago Delta Airlines made a serious mistake. I had booked a ticket for my 

summer stay in Jerusalem, and, somehow, they booked me on business class for the 

cost of a coach seat.  

 

I couldn’t believe my luck!  A couple of days later I got a call from a nice woman from 

Delta. She apologized for the mistake.  I said, no need to apologize. I’m perfectly happy 

with my confirmed  business class seat. She said, well….you’ll have to be rebooked for a 

coach seat.  I said well…I’m really sorry too…for you…but…..I have a confirmed ticket. 

She laughed and let it stand. And I have to say, I really liked business class a lot.  I flew 

next to a guy a bit younger than me.  And over dinner, we became acquainted.  He’s an 

Israeli through and through. And a technology genious.  A graduate of Technion and 

MIT, he was currently working for Google in Israel.   

 

I asked him what he was working on. And he smiled. He said he couldn’t tell me, but, he 

said, ten years from now, our research will change the world. 

 

Little Israel.  Last spring reports from Tel Aviv scientific studies showed the first real 

promise, for curing Parkinson’s Disease.   

 

Little Israel. Gay marriage in Israel, but not in almost half of the United States.   

 

And so, as fragile and unpredictable as Israel’s current reality seems, I have no fear for 

her future. Am Yisrael Chai. The people of Israel will continue to thrive, and, if 

imperfectly, to be a light unto the nations.   
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Now I understand why we have to read the story of the binding of Isaac every year.  

Every year we Jews march up that mountain. Every year, it seems, we Jews face our 

existential mortality.  And we try to protect ourselves, protect our Jewish family, and still 

also live by the values that echo all the way from Moses atop Mount Sinai.  Values that 

Isaiah and Jeremiah preached. Values that are codified in Israel’s declaration of 

Independence. Human dignity, freedom of expression, justice for all regardless of 

gender, religion, color or sexual orientation, freedom to pursue your destiny as you 

choose.  Values that Norman Rockwell brought to life for this nation, as it prepared for 

war:  Freedom of speech and Freedom of worship. Freedom from want. Freedom from 

fear.  Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 


