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Yom HaZikaron and Yom HaAtzmaut 5781 
 

It’s wonderful to celebrate independence, but it’s important to remember that 
freedom isn’t free. 

This past week Israel marked not one, but two holidays: Yom Hazikaron, 
Remembrance Day, and Yom Haatzmaut, Independence Day. 

Jewish communities in the Diaspora tend to make a big deal out of Yom 
Haatzmaut. Because of COVID, this year’s celebration was online, but in 
normal times our Yom Haatzmaut rally here in Montreal typically attracts over 
12,000 people. While our community often does have some kind of 
ceremony for Yom Hazikaron, it does not attract anywhere near the same 
kind of attention or numbers. 

The situation is very different in Israel. In Israel, Yom Hazikaron is every bit 
as big a deal as Yom Haatzmaut; in some ways, it’s even a bigger deal. 
Sirens sound twice, once at 8pm signaling the start of the holiday, and again 
at 11am. The entire country comes to a standstill. If people are in their cars 
they stop, wherever they are, even in the middle of a road or on a highway 
and stand by their cars. Many businesses, especially entertainment venues, 
are closed. Radio stations play solemn music. Schools are in session, but 
it’s so that the children can attend ceremonies marking the solemn occasion. 
People flock to cemeteries to honor the war dead. The Prime Minister and 
President of the nation officiate at very well attended ceremonies broadcast 
on television. 

Remembrance Day in Canada, is, of course, very different. It’s not a federal 
statutory holiday, and Quebec is one of three provinces where it isn’t even a 
provincial holiday. Veterans remember and many observe a moment of 
silence, but it’s not a big deal on the list of holidays. 

Why the difference? 

A few simple statistics go a long way toward explaining why. Since the end 
of World War II, 697 Canadian soldiers have died in the various military 
conflicts Canada has participated in since then, with far and away the largest 
number being the 561 who died in the Korean War. With a population of 37 
million, that means in the last 75 years eighteen Canadians have died in 
battle for every million citizens.  
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Israel, on the other hand, has lost 10,817 soldiers since the end of World 
War II; with a Jewish population of 7 million (Muslims and most Christians 
don’t serve in the IDF) that’s a staggering 1,545 combat deaths per million 
population. On a per capita basis, that’s 85 times the Canadian death toll. 

And it’s not just the sheer numbers; those 697 Canadians who have fallen in 
battle all were killed in foreign countries far away. The last military battle on 
Canadian soil was the Battle of Loon Lake during the North-West Rebellion 
in 1885. 

In Jerusalem you can walk around neighborhoods that are popular with 
immigrants from English speaking countries and see signs that 
commemorate a battle in 1967, in some cases listing the names and ages of 
the young men who died defending that neighborhood. It feels much more 
personal knowing people died to defend your neighborhood rather than 
knowing a soldier died in a distant land to protect national interests. 

It’s also more personal in Israel because they have compulsory military 
service: everyone other than the ultra-Orthodox and Muslims serves in the 
military. It’s a small enough country and there have been so many deaths, 
everyone at least knows someone who lost a loved one, if they haven’t lost 
a loved one themselves. And those who serve know many of those who died 
have stories just like their own.  

Charlie Kalech, an American who made aliyah after college, wrote the 
following story for a Jewish newspaper in New Jersey over 20 years ago: 

Driving to reserve duty on the evening of Israel’s Memorial Day, I 
approached a small park on the side of the Jerusalem-Tel Aviv 
Highway as the hour of 8pm approached when Israel would come to a 
standstill and stand in a moment of silence for the fallen as sirens 
sounded. I pulled to the side, parked my car and waited. 

Nine years earlier, while I was serving my compulsory service in the 
Israel Defense Forces after immigrating from the United States, a 
soldier’s body had been found here. At that time, a standard terrorist 
attack was the abduction of Israeli citizens and their murder. There 
were also drive-by shootings and more massive attacks. 

Yehoshua Friedberg’s body had been found, several days after he’d 
been missing in March 1993. I was among the first to hear the news, 
having been stationed in the I.D.F. Spokesperson’s Unit. Like me, 
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Yehoshua (Jason) had come to Israel from North America and was 
serving his compulsory service before beginning his life here. Like me, 
Jason traveled to and from his home in Jerusalem, where, like me he 
had a serious girlfriend. Like me, he left his family overseas, including 
his parents, to follow his dream. Yehoshua never got to follow his 
dream. He never saw his parents again. He never married that 
girlfriend. He never had children. I stood on that spot as the siren 
sounded. I thought of all the things that he never had, all the things 
which had been taken from him in a brutal murder, all the things which 
I am fortunate enough to have. As I have since the day it happened, I 
kept thinking, it could have been me. 

Some of you may have known Yehoshua or his late mother Dena, or his 
father Herbert. He was a Montrealer who felt so called to Israel that he signed 
up to be soldier. 

Ari Fuld always remembered Yehoshua on Yom Hazikaron. He served in the 
same IDF unit as Yehoshua, was his friend, and was on the team that found 
him. Five years ago, Ari had this to say at a Yom Hazikaron ceremony: 

Every year when the siren sounds, I am shot back 23 years when I was 
abruptly introduced and initiated into the mourning family of this great 
country called Israel! 

Yehoshua Friedberg HY”D was a friend, a platoon mate, a lone soldier, 
a future leader, an example of how a Jew should act and an all-around 
good person. 

Ari Fuld himself was tragically killed in a terrorist attack two years ago. 

In Israel Yom Hazikaron is a sad day, a day of mourning, a day when the 
pain is felt throughout the society. And yet the Israelis don’t get stuck in their 
sadness. As the sun sets on Yom Hazikaron the day turns to Yom 
Haatzmaut, Indepdendence Day, and the mood moves from sadness to 
rejoicing, as our brethren celebrate the reason those young people gave their 
lives: so we could have the modern state of Israel.  

As Yom Haatzmaut begins Israelis light their barbeques, wish each other 
chag sameach, and during the day enjoy trips to the beach and an 
impressive IDF overflight that tours the country with many different types of 
aircraft swooping overhead. 
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It is truly the Jewish way to live with both weeping and rejoicing. We 
remember – how could we ever forget? – but we also look to the future. We 
acknowledge that both simcha and sadness are our lot in life, and we 
celebrate with a cry of “l’chaim,” to life! 

May we soon see the day when our young people no longer need to die 
because of war. 

 


