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Israel and our Quest for a Good Jewish Life 
 
Less than three weeks ago, the United States signed a new Memorandum of Understanding 
with the government of Israel, in which we agreed to provide $38 billion in military and 
security assistance over a 10-year period. It is one of the largest pledges of foreign aid in US 
history … for comparison, the entire Marshall Plan provided $120B (in 2016 dollars) to 
salvage Europe in the wake of WWII. Think about that for a moment – we just pledged the 
equivalent of 1/3 of the Marshall Plan, for a single, small country. 
 
Some might ask why? What is it about Israel that could possibly merit such a massive 
expenditure by the United States? Some nations could be considered more vital allies – 
perhaps Britain or Japan or Canada. Still other nations would seem to present greater need 
– think of sub-Saharan Africa, those facing terrible civil wars, or disaster zones. In a big and 
interconnected world, how can we rationalize this singular connection between the United 
States and Israel? 
 
For me, it begins fifty years ago, when Israel brought home its first Nobel Prize. Eleven 
more have followed, all in the fields you might expect – medicine, economics, and peace. 
We can justifiably be proud of the tremendous advances Israel has made – from the 
invention of drip irrigation that has brought food to desert regions, to Israel becoming only 
the 7th nation to successfully put a satellite into orbit. And even though I love my voice mail, 
don’t some of you miss going home to see if there is a blinking red light on the answering 
machine?! 
 
But that first Nobel … that first one was special. Not only because an adolescent nation 
(only 18 years old) was recognized among the contributors to the world’s advancement, 
but because this particular prize honored an individual who explored what Israel was 
trying to be, and how it might impact Jews on a personal and emotional level. 
(JewishJournal.com May 13-19, 2016: “Fifty Years after Agnon’s Nobel Prize”)  
 
And so, on December 10, 1966 it was a writer who walked across the dais in Stockholm … 
Shai (Shmuel Yosef) Agnon, receiving the Nobel Prize in Literature.  
 
He had emerged from a deeply religious community to become a modern man of the world, 
rubbing shoulders in the 1920s with stars of the German Jewish community like Martin 
Buber and Franz Rosenzweig. It was the tension he personified between European Jews 
and those struggling in what was then Ottoman Palestine that drove his literature to 
remarkable heights.  
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His 1945 novel, T’mol Shilshom (“Only Yesterday”), magnificently portrayed the anxious 
alliance between old and new, between secular and religious, between dream and fruition.  
 
It opens like this: “Like all of our brethren of the Second Aliyah, the bearers of our 
Salvation, Isaac Kumer left his country and his homeland and his city and ascended to the 
Land of Israel to build it from its destruction and to be rebuilt by it.”  
 
I am mesmerized by Agnon’s powerful description of the Zionist dream. In one short 
sentence, he captures both the pull of tradition and the yearning toward destiny. 
 
Kumer left his homeland, just like Abraham did in the Torah, and he went to Israel to build 
it and to be rebuilt by it. In Hebrew, the phrase is Livnot U’Lehibanot, and it was the clarion 
call of the pioneers … they would flock to our ancient home to work the Land physically, 
and to reap the spiritual benefit. 
 
My own spiritual ascent also began with Livnot U’Lehibanot. It was back in 1992. I had 
finished college and spent time backpacking around Europe … I was searching, and in those 
days, I actually wore a question mark around my neck – a symbol to remind me that I didn’t 
yet know where life would take me. After maximizing my Eurail Pass, I headed to Israel and 
was sitting in the Kibbutz office waiting for an interview, when I picked up a random 
pamphlet to pass the time. Whether fate or happenstance, I found myself enthralled with 
the brief description of a work-study program in the hills of Tzfat called (you guessed it) 
Livnot U’Lehibanot (To Build and to be Built). I ended up living there for close to six 
months, laboring and learning … it changed the course of my life. 
 
I was only afforded that opportunity because of the pioneers who built a nation. Shai Agnon 
straddled the generations that dreamed of Israel and those who made it a reality. It never 
would have happened without people like him living and struggling and writing about the 
agonizing question of “why” – Why did we need an Israel? It’s a challenge we still face 
today. 
 
Two responses are probably the most familiar: Israel as refuge in a world that has long 
been unsafe for Jews, and Israel as fulfillment of a theological promise, God’s covenant with 
our People. 
 
Since Rome destroyed Jerusalem in 70CE, the world has been an unforgiving and hostile 
place. Jews endured centuries of oppression, expulsions, and massacres … even when we 
thought we had arrived – in Enlightenment France or the other citadel of European high 
culture, Germany.  
 
Our greatest desire was that Israel would mean Jews no longer had to be afraid. Not only 
because we would have a place to go, but because the very existence of a national home 
would change the dynamic for Jews worldwide. And compared to what we endured in 1492 
or 1881 or 1944, it has largely worked. 
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I am not suggesting that Jews don’t have to remain wary – just look at Paris last January or 
the terrible 1994 bombing in Argentina. We know anti-Semitism is on the rise … and yet, 
the physical safety of the vast majority of the world’s Jews does not hang in the balance 
every day, as it did a century ago.  
 
Just this month, Daniel Gordis – perhaps my favorite commentator on Israel – said: “Do 
those of us who love [Israel] and devote our lives to it do so because it is a refuge for people 
who may someday need it? Refuge, though crucial, affects a relatively limited number of 
people.” (A Dose of Nuance: Getting to ‘why’ – JPost, September 8, 2016) 
 
And what about the idea that Israel’s purpose is divinely ordained? We know that the 
return to Israel and the ingathering of exiles has been part of our prayers for nearly 2,000 
years. It haunted the prophets and compelled scholars. Even today, I have met people who 
believe deeply that Israel only exists because God is keeping a promise. 
 
But again, if we listen to Gordis, theology on Israel is “a form of discourse that matters to a 
very thin slice of the Jewish world.” (A Dose of Nuance) 
 
If we could allow ourselves for just a moment to climb into the minds of the early Zionists, 
we might be surprised to find that neither refuge nor theology were at the forefront of their 
hopes. Then and today, there is something more important. 
 
Like Isaac Kumer in Agnon’s story, I didn’t go to Israel because I needed shelter or because 
I believed God wanted me to go. I went because I was in desperate search of the new me, a 
better me. 
 
How many of us in this Sanctuary have been to Israel? I won’t ask for hands, but I suspect 
that not one of us has gone because we feared for our personal safety, and probably very 
few felt like we were fulfilling prophesy.  
 
But I would bet a lot of money that nearly every one of us walked away inspired. And that is 
because, when we strip away conflict and politics, when we allow ourselves to move 
beyond refuge and theology, Israel remains exactly what it was for the early Zionists – a 
place for us to wrench Jewish principles from the pages of our dusty books, and experience 
them with all five sense.  
 
Agnon’s writing brought to life the collision between ancient/biblical values and 
modern/secular realities in the attempt to create a Jewish nation … the simple but long-
sought dream of our forebears who just wanted to live according to their Jewish values.  
 
How do I live a good Jewish life? That has been the animating question among Jews for at 
least 4,000 years. You could make the argument that every Jewish text, every Jewish 
holiday, every Jewish custom has the same essential purpose – to help us live in a fashion 
that would make God proud.  
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Rosh Hashanah celebrates the foundation of human experience. It is not actually the 
birthday of the world, but the moment when humans were created! And our fundamental 
nature as humans is to ask what philosophers call the great Ontological questions: how did 
we get here? Where do we go after we die? And perhaps most essential, what is our 
purpose? Every person asks them in one form or another, and every culture on earth has 
developed responses. Judaism is ours. A heritage built on the specific answers our 
ancestors derived long ago, and that we continue to discover today. 
 
One of my mentors, Rabbi Sam Karff, likes to remind me that we are no different than every 
Jewish community since the beginning – trying to “fulfill the covenant [with God] under the 
[unique] conditions of this time and place.” Every generation is different, and Jews around 
the world have constantly revitalized tradition to meet their particular needs and 
challenges.  
 
European Jews in the 1890s and 1930s began to coalesce around the idea that a Jewish 
national home would impact their quest in a powerful way. Even though it may have felt 
like European Jewry was vibrant, influential, and stable, it was clear to those watching 
closely that Europe was in serious decline. In 1880, nearly 90% of the world’s Jews lived in 
Europe, including Russia. 90%! We lovingly recall the “Old World,” life in the shtetl, Tevye 
singing about “Tradition!” Because for a long time, the only way to live an authentic Jewish 
life was the European way. 
 
By 1938, Europe contained only 57% of the world’s Jews – a striking drop-off. Prior to 
WWII, close to 4 million Jews emigrated from Europe. All this was apparent long before the 
Holocaust eradicated another 2/3. This was not a reaction to the Holocaust, it was already 
happening. 
 
For those who devoted themselves to understanding Jewish identity, the startling truth was 
that Judaism would no longer be defined by Europe – and everything from language to 
cultural values and religious expression was suddenly in flux. 
 
Which is why Agnon and his contemporaries were so interested in what the “New Jew” 
coming out of this period was going to look like. How would he behave? What would cause 
her to embrace Judaism and reimagine it once again? That was the most anticipated 
outcome of the Zionist project. Yes, Israel could be a place for Jews to live in safety. Yes, 
Israel might fulfill God’s ancient promise. But more than that, this new beginning would 
determine what living a true Jewish life means when we get to set the rules. 
 
The goal was to build a Jewish nation. Not a nation for Jews, but a nation defined by 
Judaism. A historic quest to build a modern nation-state grounded not on the 
commonalities that underlie other nations – language, food, architecture, culture, history. 
Think of any country in the world. China, Russia, Brazil, Sweden … every one was formed 
by looking back to see where they came from. 
 
This grand experiment, conversely, would translate a broad mélange of stories, laws, 
customs, and sacred texts into a living, breathing country. Jews from all over merging into a 
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new identity we would call Israeli. A country formed by looking forward and designing its 
fundamental institutions based on ideals. 
 
Some of you are probably sitting here thinking – wait a minute. A country born not of 
common history, but engineered by shared values and destiny. That sounds a lot like … 
these United States! And, of course, you’d be right. I asked earlier why our two countries 
seem to have such an unbreakable bond. More than other democracies, more than other 
English-speaking countries, more than those in our Western hemisphere … the US and 
Israel were built the same way – not from unbroken lineage, but from modern intention.  
 
Which is why 100 years ago, there was another option for those who wanted to create a 
new vision for Jewish life. America was the other Promised Land, a Golden Medina, for 
millions of Jews struggling to escape a Europe that had consistently and painfully proved to 
be a place Jews could not live the way they wanted to. 
 
Although our bubbies and zaides went far and wide, it is quite clear that there were only 
two primary options – Israel and America. Today, nearly 90% of the world’s Jews live in 
our two countries, almost evenly split. And in both places, we have developed a new but 
authentically Jewish way of life that Agnon could not have imagined. 
 
If the goal of the Zionist enterprise was to create a “New Jew,” it was a phenomenal success. 
How can we explain America’s unique relationship with Israel? The truth is, when America 
looks in the mirror, it sees Israel staring back! Different geography, different political 
systems, different cultures … but twins in our knitting together of various peoples into 
cohesive and forward thinking nations. 
 
Sitting here on Rosh Hashanah, we resolve to look in the mirror, evaluate ourselves and our 
community, and figure out how to make next year better than the last. And we must be 
willing to do what it takes to ensure that the person looking back at us is successful.  
 
20 years after Agnon, Elie Wiesel (whom we lost three months ago), went to Sweden to 
receive his Nobel Prize. In accepting it, he pleaded with the world: “Action is the only 
remedy to indifference – the most insidious danger of all.” He went on to say famously, “the 
opposite of love is not hate, but indifference.” 
 
Last year at Yom Kippur, I suggested that aside from the threats to Israel from within and 
without, our goal must be to fight the indifference showing up in so many polls by engaging 
more deeply with Israel – to find the Israel that animates our hopes, dreams, and poetry. 
And I am extremely proud that this Temple is taking action when it comes to Israel. 
 
It shows in our growing participation with AIPAC. Last year, we brought the fifth largest 
delegation of any Reform Temple in the country to the annual policy conference in 
Washington. If you want to know what it feels like to stand in a room with more than 
18,000 people who deeply love and support Israel – Jews and non-Jews, black and white, 
old and young, Republican and Democrat ... consider joining us this year. 
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It shows when we bring to our Temple films like we did last spring with The Third Way – a 
fascinating look at ultra-Orthodox Jewish settlers building relationships with their Arab 
neighbors. It shows as we attempt to foster conversations around Israeli cultural issues, 
and take trips to Israel. And it shows as we struggle mightily to encourage a multitude of 
voices on Israel … because fighting indifference means finding a way for everyone to 
participate, no matter their perspective. And we will do more this coming year. 
 
But it took Shai Agnon to help me understand that engagement is not enough. Israel is 
fundamentally about striving for Jewish identity. Which means that if we want to help fulfill 
the pioneering dream, Israel and America, as the world’s two Jewish pillars, must be 
mutually-reinforcing. A world without Israel was a bleak place … but Israel will certainly 
falter unless it has the counterbalance of a robust American Jewish community. 
 
We have attained levels of integration and success, wealth, and even political power 
unknown to any previous generation of Jews anywhere in the world since the fall of our 
ancient Empire. We shouldn’t take that for granted. Our parents and grandparents worked 
incredibly hard to put us in this position, and we endeavor to extend their legacy. 
 
Still, our American Jewish community faces a historic battle with assimilation, as many of 
us seem to need our Judaism less. We seek out Jewish community less often, finding 
fulfillment in a welcoming society. We have done great things, but in this regard, we have 
lost our way. 
 
During this HHD season, the Hebrew word we say over and over for sin, cheyt, should 
actually be defined as “missing the mark.” Imagine an archery range – shooting an arrow, 
and not only missing the bullseye, but hitting a tree over to the side. RH and YK are not 
about scolding ourselves. The entire purpose is to understand where we have missed the 
mark, so that we can take aim again with a more successful result. 
 
At his Nobel acceptance speech, Agnon admitted: “As a result of the historic catastrophe in 
which Titus of Rome destroyed Jerusalem and Israel was exiled from its land, I was born in 
one of the cities of the Exile. But I always regarded myself as one who was born in 
Jerusalem.”  
 
In this year 5777, let us affirm that Israel is more than a place. As we strive to elevate it as 
an ideal, help us remember that we are citizens of Jerusalem, just as we are citizens of 
Michigan, reaping benefits from both … and bearing responsibility for both. Grant us, Dear 
God, the courage make Israel central to our identity as Jews, even as we commit to 
deepening our own vision for a Judaism that is relevant, meaningful, and joyful right here at 
home.  
 
Ken Y’hi Ratzon – may this be God’s will … Amen! 
 


