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Six weeks ago, we had the television on as Mark and I hurried about the

house, getting Asher ready for camp and preparing to drive up to Crane

Lake Camp to pick up Noah from her first four weeks at sleepaway camp. It

was a busy morning.

We don’t usually have the TV on in the morning except that NBC was

showing the Olympic Opening Ceremony in Tokyo. We could have caught it

later on repeat, but we were waiting to hear something considerable

happen. Suddenly I heard the announcer begin…”We, the Olympic

community, also remember all the Olympians and members of our

community who have so sadly left us. In particular we remember those who

lost their lives during the Olympic Games…”

“MARK! IT’S HAPPENING!” I yelled. Quick steps followed down the stairs.

“One group still holds a strong place in all our memories and stands for all

those we have lost at the games: the members of the Israeli delegation at

the Olympic Games Munich 1972…”

“Oh my God,” we both exclaimed. “It finally happened.”

***
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49 years ago, during the summer Olympics in Munich, Germany, a

Palestinian terrorist group called Black September, worked in concert with

West German neo-nazis to take hostage 11 members of the Israeli Olympic

delegation. In the time they were held, they were starved and tortured.

Some were left to die slowly and painfully. After a botched rescue effort by

German authorities, all the athletes and coaches were brutally murdered.

The games continued despite the massacre in its midst. At the close of the

games, the IOC President Avery Brundage made little reference to the

murdered athletes.

Anki Spitzer was among the widowed. She was married to Andre Spitzer, a

fencer. Their daughter was just a few months old when her father was

murdered. In 1976, Anki and Ilana Romano, also among the widowed,

traveled to Montreal, sure that the IOC would publicly commemorate their

husbands and this blight on the games. Nothing. Every four years, they

would lobby the IOC, meeting with the various chairs and boards, and they

would spend considerable sums to attend the games. Surely, the

organization, and the world, would want to publicly mourn the darkest page

in Olympic history with a moment of silence.

But every year, Anki and Ilana would be told “it wasn’t protocol” to have a

moment of silence for the athletes. They were told that other countries

would protest the games if the murdered Israelis were honored.
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In 1992, the IOC chair condescendingly told them they were just trying to

“bring politics” into the Olympics. In 2004, they were told it was “too early”

to have a moment of silence. They were told by the IOC chair, “my hands

are tied” to which Anki replied, “no, my husband’s hands were tied. And his

feet too.”

The women continued lobbying and attending, constantly having doors shut

in their faces. The biggest humiliation came in London in 2012, the 40th

anniversary of the massacre. The JCC of Rockland County had joined the

effort, helping Anki and Ilana to present the IOC with a petition of 110,000

signatures calling for a moment of silence. Presidential candidates Barack

Obama and Mitt Romney added their voices to the call. The press was

there. But the IOC chair leaned across his desk, looked Anki straight in the

eyes and said, “I’m not going to do it!” He too claimed that it wasn’t protocol

to do a moment of silence, even though there was one for the London

subway bombing victims who lost their lives that year.

At first reluctant to name the problem, Anki started to call this shame

exactly was it was: anti-Semitism in broad daylight. The only problem, the

only break in protocol was that the team was from Israel.

But then a change. In 2016, Thomas Bach became the new head of the

IOC. He’s a German fencer. Andre was a fencer and Anki was a fencer. It

was how they fell in love.

Bach and Anki connected. Bach listened; he considered the politics. But he

also thought as a human. This year, Anki and Ilana received official
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invitations to the games, their airfare and hotel paid for by the IOC.

Something was up. Yet it wasn’t until the announcer began… “We, the

Olympic community…” that they knew the long awaited moment had

arrived.

Anki stood in place, thought of Andre and the peace they could both now

have. She left the stadium in overwhelmed tears.

It was a redemptive moment - deliverance from ignorance, an atoning for

the world’s blind eye.

The Young household was captivated by this story, not just because we are

Jews and because we have hearts, but Mark was supporting the efforts of

the JCC of Rockland as part of his role at the JCC Association. He had

been texting with Anki Spitzer, attending meetings with her. So when

everything calmed down, I texted Anki too. She and I spoke a few weeks

ago. She was just finishing up her day as an investigative journalist in

Israel, I was just starting my day in New York.

“I don’t wish my enemy the treatment that we got,” she told me. “But I thank

God. I’m grateful that the Almighty let me live long enough to see this in my

lifetime. But I’m even more grateful that my children will not need to carry

on the fight.”

She was starting to fear that the struggle would need to be her children’s.

Indeed, it was looking that way. At this point, Munich has become

something of the history books. I wasn’t even alive when it happened and,
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regretfully, I didn’t really know much about the incident outside of the

Oscar-winning film. But the more I read, the more a vomitous pit grew in my

stomach. Tears and rage bubbling up everytime.

After the Opening Ceremonies, I thought to myself, yes, the moment of

silence finally happened, but what does it change? There is still so much

ugliness to this story - the massacre itself and the anti-semitism that

followed. Was there really justice?

It feels like yet another example of overcoming an anti-semitic hurdle and a

forward sprint on to the next.

You’ve heard the old summary of Jewish holidays: they tried to kill us, we

survived, let’s eat! But in reflecting on Anki’s story and on our history, my

anger finds a flaw in what feels like a now cavalier analysis of Jewish

history and observance.

Think of Passover, our quintessential redemption story. Passing through the

Sea of Reeds, the Israelites stand on the shore of redemption, singing the

song of redemption as one united community. No longer enslaved, but free

Israelite people building their unburdened future! No sooner had this

happened, though, that the Amalakites attack the Israelis from behind,

going after the most vulnerable members of the community first. Their

despicable actions mark them as the eternal enemies of our people -

re-emerging in every generation.
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Haman - the villain of the Purim story - is one of these descendents. Sure,

Purim looks like a celebration, but there is also a dire warning in Purim:

there are more like Haman on the way. Think about it: every year we are

told to blot out Haman’s name, but every year we utter it again. The

groggers we shake are not party horns, they are warning bells. Jew-hatred

is here to stay.

Which brings us to today, Rosh HaShanah and the story we read of

Abraham, Isaac and the ram. The shofar is considered the instrument of

redemption. It represents Isaac’s redemption, that moment when the angel

intervened and commanded Abraham not to sacrifice his son, but the ram

caught in the thicket instead. The ram’s horn reminds us of the heroic faith

of our ancestors, the perseverance through the many trials that being

Jewish brought them.

It also calls to mind the final redemption, when our people will be redeemed

and all humanity will be united in peace. Then, when all are one, God’s

name will be one and we will hear the shofar blast one final time. But, just

as famous as our stories is the fact that we are still waiting for that

culminating blast. We are not fully redeemed.

I asked Anki - do you really think there was justice here? What about

everything you went through, the ugliness you observed then and in the

decades after? Anki insisted that this was closure. Not when it comes to

Andre, of course, “I’ll always carry Munich with me,” she said. But then she

stressed: “I decided early on that I cannot raise my child with hate in my

heart. It’s wrong to her. None of the kids grew up with hatred or revenge in
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their hearts. I always told the IOC: this isn’t about revenge, it’s about not

forgetting.”

This hit me hard. Anki’s composure, and her insistence that yes, there was

some justice here, made me re-evaluate my own sense of justice and

redemption. Her story illustrates that justice is not always “tit for tat,” where

a restorative act truly “restores” what was lost. The best we can hope for,

sometimes, is to make enough space in our hearts to move forward. That’s

the true story of Jewish history.

So here’s a hot take on the shofar for 5782: much like a long-awaited

moment of silence during the Opening Ceremonies, the shofar sound does

not proclaim the end of our tribulations, but it does close the chapter on this

year. It invites us to clear some room in our hearts and to make space for

the future, even if we know that the future is unclear and possibly filled with

more struggle and suffering.

Melissa Fay Greene, writing for the Atlantic, takes this thought further: “Not

every story is redemptive—there are other kinds of great stories in the

world, and bearing witness is an important one. It’s possible that’s the best

most of us can do this year. Sometimes you just have to come to terms with

the world as it is, and to human beings as they are, rather than how we

wish the world and people were.”1

1

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/05/how-will-we-remember-covid-19-pandemic/61839
7/
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The shofar we sound today is a call to witness and to persevere in the face

of life’s grim realities.

In the story of the Akeda, we are told that God put Abraham to the test,

examining Abraham’s fidelity by telling Abraham to go sacrifice Isaac up on

a mountain. It’s a terrible test, a terrible incident that we witness every year,

wondering, “how God could demand such a thing?” Why put Abraham and

Isaac through the suffering even if it was all going to end well? Why is this

the sign of the covenant between Abraham and God?

Well, let’s join this story with a verse we’ll read 10 days from now, out of

Deuteronomy 30: “I call heaven and earth to witness you today - before you

I have put life and death, blessing and curse, choose life so that you and

your offspring will live.”

Every year we stand witness to a terrible incident in our texts and we

confront the reality of the world around us. And every year it carries this

message: suffering is inevitable. The Jewish people will be forced into

impossible, bigoted situations from which we will never receive restorative

justice.

In truth, many religious and ethnic groups will suffer in this way. We’ll also

suffer personally, our lives bringing with them highs and lows, challenging

hurdles.

The question of the Days of Awe is how will we, when faced with this

emotional reality, still make enough room in our hearts to choose the path
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of life and blessing? Everytime we choose the path of life, we re-covenant

with God.

Here’s an inspiring example:

While modern Israel is the flowering of our redemption, there is still much

pain that we witness there. One such example is the “Tag Mechir”

movement, a terrorist group that will make your stomach churn. “Tag

Mechir” translates to “Price Tag.” Since 2008, a small percentage of

extreme right-wing Jewish settlers have claimed discrimination against

them by the Israeli government. They “respond” to this so-called

discrimation by performing acts of violence and desecration against Arabs,

Christians and other minority groups in Israel and the territories. They also

target Israeli police and the IDF. The extremist settlers label their attacks

Tag Mechir, Price Tag, with the intention of sending a coercive message to

Israel's government: this is the price you pay for failing to support our cause

as we see fit.”2

Tag Mechir is responsible for burning buildings, racist graffiti, physical

attacks and nationalist marches through Jerusalem’s Old City - not unlike

white supremacist tactics we see here in the states.

Yet, hearing the true call of our tradition, there is a grassroots coalition in

Israel working across the religious spectrum - from secular to

ultra-Orthodox, Jewish to Arab to Bedouin - that’s choosing life and

blessing. Tag Meir makes a quick switch of a letter to become “a LIGHT

2 https://www.tag-meir.org.il/en/about/about-us/



10

tag.” Tag Meir understands that a majority of Israelis oppose these acts of

violence. Using the power of the people, they tend to the innocent people

being used as pawns in a political fight. On a moment’s notice, Tag Meir

deploys their volunteers to the site of an incident. They deliver goodwill by

cleaning up the damage where needed. They bring supplies and plant olive

trees with the local community. Sometimes they simply come with flowers,

smiles and love. They also may bring a news crew, to publicize the humane

response so that the news can be dominated by love and not hate.

Tag Meir serves as witness. What they do cannot fully rectify the horror, but

it is these small, immediate acts of bearing witness that make space for

peace in the hearts of the victims and Israeli society.

We make room in our hearts through the persistent insistence that there is

a future worth fighting for. Whether that’s our children’s future, our people’s

future, or just a steadfast belief in a God that wants us to find our way back

to wholeness. This is the covenant we have with each other and with God.

I’m thankful to Anki for teaching me this.

Elhanan Nir, an Israeli poet wrote to God:

You know how to create a heart

of stone that You can lift

You know how to create a heart

that will know how to get out of pits,

that cast itself, that was sold

You know how to warm with Your hand a heart
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frozen from too much

You know

If God knows, then we, created in the Divine image, must also know how to

thaw the frost, clear the space within our hearts to scramble out of the pits.

The pit of grief, of despair, of a world telling us we are dreaming too big. We

know the way out. We know to continue the climb. And climb we will.
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CLOSING PRAYER

David Rokeah was an Israeli poet who escaped Poland in 1934 and

emigrated to Eretz Yisrael, where he paved roads, picked oranges and

witnessed the turbulent birth of the Jewish state. His words serve as the

perfect blessing:

For the expectant is the glory,

For the future is theirs.

Who stand against the mountain without recoil

Shall ascend its summit.

So hopes the river, pushing to the sea,

For the freeing of its desires in the roar of the ocean.

So hopes the tree, sending a branch toward the sky

To touch the palm of the sun some day.

Therefore we love dawn as certainty of sunrise,

The nightingale’s love-song as longings of motherhood,

The bubbling of fountains as beat of dreams becoming real.

Streams pulsing channels for rivers of the future

And not growing weary.

All who join in the covenant of hope with the universe -

They are the zealots of yearning.

Therefore, forge the future’s desires,

As the waves beat out the rocks of the shore,
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As the smith forms the white-heated steel to his will.

Form dreams of faithfulness.

The desolation will not vanish from the Negev before it

vanishes from the heart…

We are zealots of yearning, forever finding space in our hearts for life and

blessing. May 5782 bring for us, and the whole world, the courage to forge

a covenant of hope and blessing.


