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Normally, people who give away spoilers rank among the worst forms of humanity. For every

rule, though, there are exceptions. This week, I was speaking with Rabbi Wolk about their

recent visit to Israel for Pesach, and we were remarking on how the last day of Pesach in

American was a regular Shabbos there. When he went to shul, it was not the Torah reading

for Yom Tov that he heard- it was Parshat Acharei Mot, which we read here this morning.  He

told me, “At the risk of spoiling this week’s Parshah for you, Aharon’s sons are still dead.”

That’s how the Parshah opens- with God’s instructions about the Yom Kippur service that

happened after the death of Aharon’s sons. Every few years- when the last day of Pesach or of

Shavuot are on Shabbos, the  Parshiyot in Israel and the diaspora are not aligned; depending

on the year, the parshiyot rejoin in different weeks. This year, which is a leap year, we are

one Parshah off from Israel until right before Tisha B’Av, when we read Matos and Mas’ei

together.

2017 was another such year in which the Parshiyot were unaligned, and on the Shabbos

before Yom Haatzmaut, I delivered a sermon here about feeling “off” from Israel around this

time of the year. Immodestly, I will say that the sermon went somewhat viral, republished on

the website Lehrhaus and shared numerous times on Facebook. It’s easy to feel “off” relative

to Israel; we keep two days of Yom Tov and they keep one; it’s a Shemittah year in Israel and

agricultural matters are front and center there while here, you buy produce from the market
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with nary a second thought. Since COVID, Israel has felt physically distant at times,  when it

was quite difficult to actually get in. And in a broader sense, American Jews are more distant

from Israel than ever before. According to a Pew Report released in 2021
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, the population of

American Jews who feel it is essential, as  Jew, to support Israel in any way  is both shrinking

and rapidly aging. While two-thirds of Jews ages 65 and older say that they are very or

somewhat emotionally attached to Israel, the number dips to 48% of those ages 18 to 29. And

if you think we can still rely on Evangelicals, you’ve got another thing coming. A report

released last year by the Brookings Institution found that, between 2018 and 2021, support

for Israel among young Evangelicals has absolutely nosedived, from 75% to 34%!  So it’s easy,

in a year like this, to focus on the ways we are “off”- but this week, our misalignment takes a

one-week respite, and we are at least somewhat united. You see, even though diaspora Jews

and Israeli Jews read a different Parshah, everyone read the same Haftarah. Tomorrow is

Rosh Chodesh Iyar, and we all read the special Haftarah of Machar Chodesh, the one that is

read when Rosh Chodesh falls on a Sunday. I think this is no mere calendrical curiosity. I

believe there is something deeper here, a lesson from this Haftarah that speaks to this brief

reunification.

King Shaul felt  threatened by his rival, and son in law, David and made clear his intentions

to kill him. But Shaul, while volatile, had shown he is able to be appeased. David wanted to

know whether it was safe to return to the palace, and to his father in law’s good graces. He

and his best friend Yonatan, the son of Shaul, devised a scheme. The following day was going

to be Rosh Chodesh, a day typically celebrated at the time with feasting and refraining from

1 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/05/21/u-s-jews-have-widely-differing-views-on-israel/

2
©2022 Rabbi Ariel Rackovsky



labor
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. David would be absent from the family feast. If Shaul would inquire about David’s

whereabouts, Yonatan would explain that he excused himself to attend a family celebration

in Beit Lechem. The way he would react would indicate whether it was safe for David to

return. But how would David know about Shaul’s reaction? Yonatan would shoot three

arrows toward the place where he knew David was hiding, and offer instructions to a

messenger for David to overhear. If the instructions were that the arrows fell before the place

where the messenger was looking, it would be a code for the coast being clear and for David

to return. If the instructions would be that the arrow is beyond where the messenger was, it

would be a sign that David should continue to flee.

Indeed, this is exactly what happened. David was absent from the Rosh Chodesh festivities,

which lasted two days. On the first day, Shaul said nothing, assuming that  David was ritually

impure and could therefore not attend. On the second day, though, he demanded an

explanation. When Yonatan offered the explanation they had agreed upon, Shaul flew into an

intense rage.

ֶׁשת ֶעְרַו֥ת ִאֶּמֽ�׃ ֹ֖ ְׁשְּת֔� ּוְלב י ְלׇב֨ ר ַאָּת֙ה ְלֶבן־יִַׁש֔ ְעִּתי ִּכֽי־בֵֹח֤ ת ַהַּמְרּ֑דּות ֲה֣לֹוא יַָד֗ אֶמר ֔לֹו ֶּבֽן־נֲַעַו֖ ֹ֣ ן ַוּי ף ָׁשאּול֙ ִּבי֣הֹונָָת֔ ַוִּיַֽחר־ַא֤

“You son of a perverse, rebellious woman!” he shouted. “I know that you side with the son of

Jesse—to your shame, and to the shame of your mother’s nakedness!

Indeed, when Yonatan tried to speak up on David’s behalf, Shaul made an attempt on his life!

It was clear that Shaul was not prepared to reconcile with David, and David had to continue

his life on the lam.

2 Radak
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Why do we read this Haftarah at all? Yes, the events described in it take place the day before

Rosh Chodesh, but that is tangential- the plot was to take place on Rosh Chodesh itself.

Besides, it seems strange to mark the day before a special event. There is no special Haftarah

on Erev Pesach, or special Torah reading on Erev Rosh Hashanah!

I think the answer is that, from time to time, we need to study a text that speaks about what

true friendship really is. The relationship between David and Yonatan was one of unswerving

loyalty on one hand, but deep honesty on the other; Yonatan would defend David to his

father, but also tell David when it wasn’t safe to return home. We all need a friend like

Yonatan, the kind of person who will tell us when the arrow is beyond us- that the

investment we are planning on making is a bad idea, that the job we have or the relationship

we are in  is making us miserable, that the outfit we are wearing doesn’t suit us. Or someone

who will tell us that the arrow is closer than we think- who will believe in us, and our ability

to fulfill our dreams and accomplish our goals even when we do not believe in ourselves.  A

friend, like Yonatan, who is willing to risk their own position or comfort for the sake of

friendship.

American Jews often think of themselves as the Yonatan to Israel- regardless of their political

or religious orientation. They say that Israel needs to be more religiously pluralistic, or that it

is being dangerously soft and permissible toward non-Orthodox expressions of Judaism.

They say that Israel reacts too harshly to terror attacks and needs to do whatever it can to

end- or ease- the occupation, or that it needs to bomb the entire Middle East into oblivion.

But maybe, just maybe, Israel is our Yonatan. They are the friends who have our backs, and
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will do anything to defend us and make sure we have a place to run to safely, but they will

also tell us like it is. We know that bluntness is a stereotypical Israeli character trait, one I’m

privileged to know well, as most of my close relatives are Israeli. As we just concluded

Pesach, I recall fondly the Pesach I spent in Israel during my first year of Yeshiva. I spent the

first Seder with my grandparents, and when I was setting the Seder table,  I asked my

grandmother whether I should set out some grape juice. My grandmother, a seventh

generation Yerushalmit with the characteristic toughness of old Yerushalmi women, didn’t

flinch. “ ייןתשתהגבר-תהיה ”- be a man; drink wine! I listened to her that year, but was so

drowsy by the time we finished the meal that I’ve never done a full four cups of wine since.

Yes, Israeli bluntness is sometimes difficult to get used to and  may be one of the reasons

why, among religiously unaffiliated American Jews, only 39% think they have a lot or some

in common with Jews in Israel
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. But maybe we need to listen to what our blunt Israeli

brethren- and insufferably sanctimonious Olim friends- are telling us: that the Jewish future

is in Israel, that we are living on borrowed time here, that American Jewry is dying a slow

death through assimilation- all the uncomfortable truths we need to hear but prefer to

ignore.

Tomorrow is Rosh Chodesh, and Yom Haatzmaut is around the corner. As the Haftarah

describes it, it is a לנומשפחהזבח - a family celebration. If we want it to be ,לנו for us- if we want

a seat at the table- let’s make sure we look at where the arrows are landing, and listen to the

messages that our Yonatans are sending us.

3 Pew Report, ibid.
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