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Shanah Tovah 
 
 I want to share with you four incidents that happened in Israel this summer. They are 
important for us to know about, to think about as we reflect on who we are and who we want to 
be, as individuals and as a Jewish People. 
 
  Incident number one:  It was on a quiet street in Haifa, Israel at 5:30 in the morning, July 
19, when my colleague Rabbi Dubi Haiyun of the Masorti (Israeli Conservative) congregation 
Moriah woke to a loud pounding on his door. It was the police. They had come to take him in for 
questioning. His supposed “crime?” Officiating at a wedding without the approval of the Chief 
Rabbinate. ii   

The thing is, the Chief Rabbinate does not approve of anything a Masorti (or any non-
Orthodox) Rabbi does. That is why marriages officiated by Rabbi Haiyun and his colleagues are 
not recognized by the Chief Rabbinate or registered by the State. Many young Israelis refuse to 
have the details of their happy day dictated by the ultra-Orthodox Haredi who control Israel’s 
Chief Rabbinate. Since Israel recognizes civil marriages performed in other countries, many 
couples go overseas for a civil marriage and then have a Jewish wedding in Israel with the rabbi 
of their choice. For the couple in question, their choice was Rabbi Haiyun.  

Masorti rabbis have been officiating at weddings in this way for decades largely without 
incident. What changed?   

 
Incident number two: You may have heard of Peter Beinhart, author, CNN commentator 

and senior columnist for both the American Jewish newspaper The Forward and the Israeli 
newspaper HaAretz. He and his family arrived in Israel on August 13 to attend his niece’s bat 
mitzvah. When he showed his passport to the border guard, he was taken into custody and 
interrogated about his political activities. Beinhart is just one of several American Jews recently 
detained for questioning by Israeli border police. iii 

Israel has always prided itself on its guaranteed rights to free speech and a free press. 
What changed? 

Incident number three: It was Rosh Hodesh, the new moon, traditionally a woman’s 
holiday. For decades, an interdenominational group of Jewish women, called Women of the 
Wall, have braved intimidation to pray together each month in the women’s section of the 
Western Wall, the Kotel, Judaism’s holiest site. This summer, on Rosh Hodesh Av, July 13, 
Haredi protesters threw eggs, rocks and other things at these women whose only “sin” is their 
desire to pray aloud together at the Kotel with tallit and tefillin. One woman was hit in the head 
with a rock. Another woman noticed a Haredi man standing near a burning book. When she 
looked closer, she saw it was a Women of the Wall siddur, a prayer book. Like all siddurim, it 
contains God’s name and is not supposed to be on the floor, let alone be burned. Police sat on the 
sidelines the whole time and did nothing to stop the attack or the book burning.iv 
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Violence against Women of the Wall had been a regular occurrence for years until the 
Israeli Supreme Court ruled in 2013 that the women had a right to pray together at the Kotel even 
in tallit and tefillin.v Things had quieted down since then. What changed? 

 
I want to share with you one more incident that happened this summer in Israel that I 

believe helps explain what changed. 
The day before Rabbi Haiyun was arrested, the Knesset, Israel’s Parliament, passed a 

new Basic Law, often referred to as the Nation-State Law.vi The new Basic Law does not change 
a lot about Israel. Israel’s national anthem was and remains Hatikvah. Israel’s national emblem 
was and remains the Menorah. Israel’s capital has always been and remains Jerusalem. So why is 
this law so controversial that both Israeli centrists and liberals denounced it and its passage 
precipitated the resignation of Arab Knesset Member Zouheir Bahloul, a member of the centrist 
Zionist Party, on grounds that the law discriminates against Israel’s Arab citizensvii (many of 
whom, like Druzim and Bedouin serve in the Israeli Army)? It is controversial because, among 
other things, it downgrades Arabic from an official State language to a “special” language and 
raises to the highest status of national law the agenda of Israel’s ultra-right nationalists by 
promoting the establishment and consolidation of Jewish settlement – in effect giving a green 
light to Israel’s radical settler movement vigilantes who illegally appropriate Palestinian land and 
water and regularly attack West Bank farmers and cut down their olive trees with impunity.   

In Israel, a Basic Law has the weight of what we might call a constitutional amendment, 
superseding the language of Israel’s Declaration of Independence, the closest thing Israel has to a 
bill of rights and what Israel’s Supreme Court relies upon to rule on challenges to the equal 
rights of all Israel’s citizens regardless of faith, nationality or gender. This new Basic Law 
supersedes some of those rights and drops all references to democracy and equality that are 
prominent in the Declaration of Independence. Passage of this new Basic Law not only reflects 
the growing power of religious and nationalist extremists but also emboldens them. 

 
Often on these Holy Days, I speak about what is wonderful about Israel. Most are still 

true. Despite everything going on, Israel still provides medical care to Syrian refugees and 
asylum to Syrian political dissidents. Israel readily shares its technological solutions for feeding 
the hungry and healing the ill with any nation interested in partnering with it. Israel is still the 
only democracy in the Middle East. It has a robust legal system and free press, whose reportage I 
relied on for the incidents I share with you today. Israel also has a large population as upset as 
we are, as evidenced by the thousands of Jewish Israelis who took to the streets to protest 
passage of the new Basic Law, waving signs in Hebrew and Arabic reading,  zeh habayit shel 
kulanu, “this is the home of all of us.”viii 

 
I share these four disturbing incidents with you on this holy day, even though they are not 

pretty, even though they are not the full picture of what Israel is, or what we, who love and 
support Israel, want to to think Israel is, because they exemplify how religious and political 
extremists in Israel threaten to tear apart the unity of the Jewish People and endanger the Jewish 
and democratic values Israel was founded upon, the Jewish values of tzedek, justice, derekh 
eretz, respect for others, and lo tilhatz,ix do not oppress the stranger, for we remember what it 
was like to be oppressed for centuries as strangers in many lands.  
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What is an extremist? Extremists not only refuse to grant to others the rights and 
privileges they seek for themselves. They are highly selective in who they consider “their 
people.” Anyone outside their list of qualifications simply doesn’t count. Thus, any action 
against anyone can be justified if in pursuit of what they believe is right. To too many Haredi 
religious extremists and their rightwing nationalist allies, not one of us is worthy of care, 
compassion or consideration. That is why Rabbi Hiyun could be taken from his bed, Peter 
Beinhart detained without due process, a praying woman hit in the head with a rock and a prayer 
book burned with impunity.  

All four incidents happened this summer when Jews around the world commemorate the 
destruction of Jerusalem. Almost two thousand years ago, Jewish extremists also were in power. 
They fought not just the Romans but other Jews. The Romans breached Jerusalem’s walls before 
the extremists began working with their co-religionists. By then, it was too late. The Romans 
destroyed the Second Temple and slaughtered and enslaved hundreds of thousands of Jews. That 
is why our ancient Rabbis taught that the Second Temple was destroyed because of sinat hinam, 
senseless hatred.  

That is why I worry about Israel’s future. That is why I believe this power shift towards 
extremism in Israel’s government is the single greatest danger facing Israel’s continued existence 
as a Jewish State, a greater danger than all of Israel’s external enemies -- Iran, Hamas and the 
BDS (Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions) movement -- combined. Why do I believe that? 
Because that is what history teaches us. 

There are so many issues facing Israel: the current fires caused by Gaza demonstrators, 
the influx of African refugees, extricating ourselves from the complicated and deteriorating 
situations on the West Bank and in Gaza without reliable Palestinian peace partners. However, 
I believe none of these or Israel’s other problems can effectively be addressed as long as 
extremists exert such power in Israel’s government. 
 
  My friends, there is another reason I share these four incidents with you this morning. 
What is happening today in Israel is partly our own fault. We helped build the powerbase the 
Haredi enjoy today.  

Over decades, every dollar we innocently sent to an Israeli yeshiva or orphanage helped 
build the power of those who deny us a place in our own homeland. Every dollar our largely 
Conservative and Reform Federation leaders sent to Israel from our collective donations to help 
the needy in Israel helped pay the salaries of the very Haredi rabbis and teachers who have 
promoted the culture of religious extremism in Israel that denies us a place there.  

We knew this and went along for decades, believing in the value of klal Yisrael, the unity 
of the Jewish People. We celebrated each small increase in grants for non-Orthodox institutions 
as a sign of hope that things would change. Little did we realize the long-term effects of helping 
those who so distain us.  

Our money helped build the power base of the extremists who last year recanted on the 
government agreement to provide an egalitarian prayer space at the Kotelx and blacklisted 160 
American Conservative, Reform and some liberal Orthodox Rabbis, which means that for the 
purposes of aliyah, both their Jewish born congregants and converts will not be accepted as Jews, 
and thus will be denied the right of  every Jew to return to our homeland as guaranteed in the 
Declaration of Independence.  

We helped build the power base of the very extremists who control the levers of secular 
power in the Jewish State and over a Prime Minister who relies on them to keep him in office. 
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 The harsh and honest truth is that we have ourselves to blame and that our biggest sin 
was in thinking we could do so very little to change the distribution of religious power in Israel.  

My friends, I share these four incidents with you on this holy day of repentance because I 
believe the time has come for us to change our ways. It is not enough to be angry or worried 
about what is happening in Israel. The time has come for us to do our part to help stem the 
dangerous and vicious tide of extremism in the Israel before it is too late. One way to do that is 
to support our Conservative Movement in Israel, the Masorti Movement.  

Masorti is the antidote to extremism on one hand and nihilism on the other, with its 
system of Jewish values that can motivate Israelis to defend the unity of the Jewish people and 
show respect for the pluralism of our traditions and safeguards of democracy. There are Masorti 
congregations and schools all over Israel. Their power to reach people and make an impact is 
limited only by their lack of resources. They receive almost no government funding, as opposed 
to the Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox Haredi. And the embarrassing truth is they receive very little 
support from us, their American Conservative cousins.  

We can change that. Now is the time to change that.  
That is why we have launched our “It’s Your Choice Masorti Campaign” to donate Israel 

Bonds and make direct contributions to Masorti.  
Imagine 50 of us each purchasing even a small Israel bond as a gift to Masorti. National 

Bonds assures me that the government will take notice if numbers like that start showing up. And 
more importantly, we will be providing our Masorti Movement the resources and long-term 
security it needs to grow and help rebuild the kind of State of Israel we can be proud of as a 
shining light of civility and civil rights in a sea of Middle East sectarianism.  

If you didn’t hand in your Masorti Israel Bond pledge card earlier, you can drop it in the 
basket in the lobby or make a direct donation on line tonight or by returning the form on the 
bottom of the flier you received when you came in today. (More copies are on a table in the 
lobby.)  

 
As the great Sage Hillel taught,  

 
?If I am not for myself, who will be for me     אם אין אני לי מי לי 
 ?And if I am just for myself, what am I   וכשאני לעצמי מה אני

 And if not now, when? xi     ואם לא עכשו אימתי
 

Now is the time for us to put our money where our values are to support building the kind 
of Israel that welcomes our children, accepts our rabbis, and honors the Jewish and democratic 
values upon which the Israel we love was established, as written into its Declaration of 
Independence, and I quote: “The State of Israel…will be based on freedom, justice, and peace as 
envisioned by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete equality of social and political rights 
to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex, it will guarantee freedom of religion, 
conscience, language, education, and culture…” 
  I am wearing our Movement’s Torah Fund pin for this year, a stylized Jewish star 
surrounding one word, Atid, Future. My friends, it is our responsibility to help secure Israel’s 
future. A future worthy of the thousands of generations of Jews who, through diasporas and 
persecutions, kept alive the hope for a Jewish homeland. A future worthy of those whose sweat 
and blood built that hope into a State founded upon the prophetic charge to be a light unto the 
nations, with justice and equality for all its inhabitants. A future that is not too late to hope for or 
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fight for. Please join me in helping to make a difference not just for ourselves and our cousins in 
Israel but for generations yet unborn.  

As the Father of Modern Zionism, Theodore Herzl wrote, “If you will it, it is no dream.” 
Like generations before us, we can help turn a dream into reality. Please join me in affirming that 
dream, the hope of a just, secure and inclusive Israel, as we rise to sing the Israeli national 
anthem, HaTikvah, the Hope.  (The words are available on the flier at your seats.) 
 

  

ּכֹל עֹוד ַּבֵּלָבב ְּפִניָמה  
ֶנֶפׁש יְהּוִדי הֹוִמָּיה,  
יָמה,ּוְלַפֲאֵתי ִמְזָרח, ָקדִ   

ַעיִן ְלִצּיֹון צֹוִפָּיה,  
                          עֹוד ֹלא ָאְבָדה ִּתְקוֵָתנּו

                      ַהִּתְקוָה ַּבת ְׁשנֹות ַאְלַּפיִם,
                      ִלְהיֹות ַעם ָחְפִׁשי ְּבַאְרֵצנּו,

	        ֶאֶרץ ִצּיֹון וִירּוָׁשַליִם.           
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