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Israel @ 68
Rabbi Dr. Elie Abadi

THOUGHTS ON ISRAEL

As we celebrate the 68th anniversary of the modern 
state of Israel, it is apparent that most of the people 
living today have never lived in a world without 

Medinat Yisrael. For 68 years we have actualized our prayers of 
thousands of years and have re-established Jewish sovereignty 
in the land of our forefathers. In this article I want to remind 
everyone how wonderful and miraculous this reality is. 
So often we are consumed with the political and religious 
turmoil of the country that we forget how grateful we should 
truly be for the mere opportunity to call Israel our own. 

We Jews living in exile, in the Diaspora, far from the 
daily life in Israel are at times quick to voice our opinion to 
criticize any little thing that we don’t like about Israel and 
its government. And I must admit that lately I myself have 

been critical of the events that have taken place in Israel, 
but beneath the criticism lies our love for Israel, beneath the 
plagued words lie words of praise. Likewise, beneath negative 
things in Israel lie hidden treasures, beneath any blemish that 
Israel might have lies its purity, beneath tumah there is tahara, 
beneath sheker there is emet. 

There are not enough words to express what Israel means 
to us as Jews living in this modern era. No other Jewish 
community in the last 2,000 years has had the zekhut and the 
privilege to witness a miracle like this. Our fathers had the 
zekhut to see not only the rebirth of the Jewish commonwealth 
and sovereignty in the land of Israel, but also to see it grow 
from a small country to a powerful nation. 

When we mark the anniversary of Israel’s rebirth we are 
enjoined to celebrate and be joyful. Israel has been a safe 
haven for Russian Jews since the pogroms of Russia of the last 

century, for Holocaust survivors, for Jews from Arab lands, 
for Ethiopians, for recent Russian émigrés, and lately for our 
Syrian brothers. 

Israel has become the brightest light on the world horizon 
for many people in distress, even non-Jews. But Israel is more 
than that. It has given Jews everywhere a banner around 
which to rally. It has made Jews everywhere feel that being 
a Jew is a proud privilege. It has reversed the 2,000-year-
old role of the Jew on the stage of history. For the past two 
millennia, the events of Jewish history were shaped by other 
nations. Coercion, subjugation, oppression, persecution, and 
exile, these were the involuntary roles assigned to the Jews. 
Jewish history has been for 2,000 years not the story of what 
the Jews did as much as what was done to them. 

The rebirth of Israel points to a new role that the Jewish 
people have chosen for themselves. No more shall the destiny 
of the Jews be shaped by the unkind hands of others. Now 
the destiny of the Jews rests solely in God’s and their own 
hands in a land which laid waste for centuries in alien hands 
and now once more the Almighty has placed it in ours as a 
possession for eternity. 

Israel has re-affirmed our faith in God, and it has rekindled 
our belief in miracles. Who would have dared to believe 
that we would have seen it with our own eyes? Any realistic 
student of history would have given a thousand reasons for 
denying the possibility of the re-birth of Israel. Here was a 
people, separated from its land for almost 2,000 years and 
exposed to human brutality for all this time, who were able 
to re-create a nation from ashes and from dust. If this is not a 
miracle, then nothing else could be miraculous.

“... we forget how grateful we should truly be for the mere 
opportunity to call Israel our own.”
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Don’t take for granted the many bar misvot you have 
celebrated at the Kotel, the many hikes you have taken in the 
Golan, or the many sunsets you have seen while standing at 
the banks of the Kineret. Enjoy the diverse kosher cuisine 
that presents itself in the country’s many cities. Be proud of 
the many technological advancements and contributions that 
your country, Israel, and your people, have made in a mere 
68 years.

In the year 1920, Winston Churchill wrote “we owe to 
the Jews a system of ethics which, even if it were entirely 
separated from the supernatural, would be incomparably the 
most precious possession of mankind, worth in fact the fruits 
of all wisdom and learning put together.” 

The Jewish contribution to finance, science, the arts, 
academia, commerce and industry, literature, philanthropy, 
and politics has been astonishing, relative to our tiny numbers. 

Civilization owes Judaism a debt it could never repay, but 
support for the right of a Jewish homeland to exist is the bare 
minimum that civilization could, and should, provide. 

Israel has been a symbol – a symbol of the triumph of hope 
and faith. From shattered Europe to the Jews’ exodus from 
Arab countries, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
made their way home. Their pilgrimage was the culmination 
of a 2,000-year-old dream and it remains today as a testament 
to the unconquerable spirit of the Jewish people. In the 68 
years that followed their triumph of hope and faith, Israel has 
blossomed into one of the most successful countries on earth: 
a land of ingenuity and enterprise, an oasis of agricultural 
genius, a wellspring of fine art and high culture, and a model 
of democracy. Israel truly is the “miracle in the desert.” 

It is the infinite belief in God Almighty’s selection of the 
Jewish people as the ones who should carry His word and His 
commandments that remains the source of Israel’s strength 
and success. 

The State of Israel has a right to exist – historically, 
religiously, morally, and legally. Only if we ourselves 
believe this and feel that we have that right will we be able 
to continue to enjoy that right. From all over the Jewish 
Diaspora throughout the ages - Sephardic Jews from Spain of 
the 12th to 14th centuries, Sephardic Kabalists from Sefat of 
the 15th to 16th centuries, disciples of the Gaon from Vilna 

in the 18th century, Zionist socialists at the end of the 19th 
century, and assimilated Jews from Soviet Russia in the 20th 
century, together with Jews from Arab lands from Iraq, Iran, 
and all the way to Morocco - all of them saw themselves as 
partners in the realization of the same ancient dream, the 
ancient Jewish prayer to return to the Land of Israel. All of 
them saw themselves as part of a special people and of the 
unique historical process of the return to Zion. 

Let me tell you, there is no Zionism without 
Judaism. There has never been. It was the Jewish people 
that received the Balfour Declaration, and it was the Jewish 
people who were granted by the United Nations the legal 
right to establish a state. It was the Jewish people that 
returned to its ancient homeland, for which it had prayed and 
longed for during the past 2,000 years. 

If, God forbid, we cut ourselves off from the chain that 
links us to the Jewish people, if we cut ourselves off from 
3,300 years of Judaism, if we cut ourselves off from being 

the realization of 2,000 years of Jewish hope - then next year 
in Jerusalem we will lose the right to our existence. And in 
losing that right, we will all be lost.

My friends, take pride in the Jewish learning that is 
taking place in the country’s many yeshivot. There are over 
52,000 kolel abrekhim and 45,000 rabbinical college students. 
Additionally, there are over 220,000 elementary yeshivah 
students in over 600 elementary schools, and 135,000 high 
school yeshivah students in over 300 high schools. They 
are all enjoying over 1.5 billion shekels or $450 million 
dollars of Israel’s money per year. Who dares to accuse the 

Continued on page 6



Israeli government of not supporting yeshivot and religious 
institutions? 

Pirke Abot 5:21 states “לזקנה ששים  ...בן  אומר  היה   – ”הוא 
“Yehuda Ben Tema used to say: at 60 you reached maturity”. 
And our Sages state: “שקנה חכמה  a mature“ – ”אין זקן אלא זה 
person is the one who has acquired wisdom.” 

Far beyond mature, the State of Israel has acquired a great 
deal of wisdom in these past 68 years. It is worth noting that 
Israel, the 100th smallest country with less than 0.001% of 
the world’s population, can lay claim to many discoveries and 
accomplishments.

• The cell phone was developed in Israel

• Most of the Windows NT and XP operating systems 
were developed in Israel.

• The Pentium Chip technology and the Centrino 
processor were entirely designed, developed and 
produced in Israel 

• Voice mail technology was developed in Israel.

• The technology for the AOL Instant Messenger ICQ 
was developed in 1996 by four young Israelis.

• Israel has the fourth largest air force in the world 
(after the U.S., Russia, and China)

• Israel’s $130 billion economy is larger than all of its 
immediate neighbors combined.

• Israel has the highest percentage in the world of home 
computers per capita.

• Israel designed the airline industry’s most 
impenetrable flight security. U.S. officials now look 
to Israel for advice on how to handle airborne security 
threats.

• Israel has the highest ratio of university degrees.

• Israel produces more scientific papers per capita than 
any other nation by a large margin, as well as one of 
the highest per capita rates of patents filed.

• Israel has the highest number of startup companies, 
more than any other country in the world, except 

the U.S. 

• Israel has the highest concentration of hi-tech 
companies in the world -- apart from the Silicon 
Valley, U.S.A. 

• Israel is ranked #2 in the world for venture capital 
funds right behind the U.S.

• Outside the United States and Canada, Israel has the 
largest number of NASDAQ listed companies.

• Israel has the highest average living standards in the 
Middle East.

• The per capita income exceeds that of the UK.

• Israel is the only real democracy in the Middle East.

• Israel has the third highest rate of entrepreneurship -- 
and the highest rate among women and among people 
over 55 - in the world.

• Relative to its population, Israel is the largest 
immigrant-absorbing nation on earth

• Israel has the world’s second highest per capita 
publishing of new books.

• Israel is the only country in the world that entered the 
21st century with a net gain in its number of trees, 
this was achieved despite being an area considered 
mainly desert.

• Israel has more museums per capita than any other 
country.

• Israeli scientists developed the first fully computerized, 
no-radiation machine for breast cancer detection.

• An Israeli company developed a computerized system 
for ensuring proper administration of medications, 
thus removing human error from medical treatment. 

• Israel developed the first ingestible video camera, 
so small it fits inside a pill. It is used to view the 
small intestine from the inside to prevent cancer and 
digestive disorders.

• Researchers in Israel developed a new device that 
directly helps the heart pump blood.

• Israel leads the world in the number of scientists 
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and technicians in the workforce, ahead of the U.S., 
Japan, and Germany. 

• A new treatment for acne developed in Israel causes 
acne bacteria to self-destruct -- all without damaging 
surrounding skin or tissue.

• An Israeli company was the first to develop and install 
a large-scale solar-powered and fully functional 
electricity generating plant, in southern California’s 
Mojave Desert.

• Scientists in Israel found that the brackish water 
drilled from underground desert aquifers can be used 
to raise warm-water fish. 

• Israel developed designer video eyeglasses, which can 

project the wearer’s choice of movie, TV show, or 
video game.

• Israeli scientists advanced work in both embryonic and 
adult stem cell research, and are finding a treatment 
and cure for ALS - Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis, 
otherwise known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. This is a 
fatal disease, which affects 35,000 Americans alone 
each year.

• The Israeli start-up, Veterix, has developed an 
innovative new electronic capsule that sits in the 
stomach of a cow, sheep, or goat, sending out real-
time information on the health of the herd, to the 
farmer via Email or cell phone. The e-capsule also 

sends out alerts if the animals are distressed, injured, 
or lost.

• Millions of Skype users will soon have access to the 
newly developed KishKish lie-detector, which, based 
on voice stress analysis, will be able to measure just 
how truthful the person on the other end of the line 
is.

• Beating cardiac tissue has been created in a lab by 
researchers at the Rappaport Medical Faculty and 
the Technion-Israel Institute of Technology. This 
work has also led to the creation of tiny blood vessels 
within the tissue, making its implantation in a human 
heart possible. 

• Israel’s Magal Security Systems is a worldwide leader 
in computerized security systems. It is used in more 
than 70 countries, protecting everything from 
national borders to nuclear facilities, to refineries, 
and airports. 

• Dogs have a better night vision and a vastly superior 
sense of smell and hearing than humans. Israel’s Bio-
Sense Technologies recently analyzed 350 different 
barks depending on the threat. The firm has designed 
the dog bark-reader, a sensor that can pick up a dog’s 
alarm bark, and alert the human operators, for any 
specific threat. 

• An Israeli company developed an electrical stimulator 
to treat urinary incontinence, as well as CardioFit, 
which uses electrical nerve stimulation to treat 
congestive heart failure.

• Israel has launched at least 3 of its own satellites into 
orbit. This puts Israel in the company of the U.S.A., 
Russia, China, and the Europe consortium, which is 
made up of France, England, and Germany. 

Everything I have just listed has been achieved by Israel 
while engaged in regular wars with an implacable enemy 
that seeks its destruction, and an economy continuously 
under strain by having to spend more per capita on its own 
protection than any other country on earth. 

I will mention a few more of the achievements of Israel 
as a Democratic Jewish State and as a member of the 

Continued on page 8
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Community of Nations:

1. Religious Freedom in Israel: A Fundamental 
Guarantee

• Israel protects and pays for the upkeep of holy 
sites for all religions.

• Israel serves as a safe haven for minorities 
persecuted in surrounding countries.

2. Humanitarian and International Aid: A Core 
Jewish Value 

• Israel has extended international humanitarian 
aid assistance to more than 140 countries, even 
to those who refuse diplomatic relations with the 
Jewish state, including refugees from Darfur. 

• Israel consistently exports its medical, human, 
and technological resources for humanitarian 
purposes around the world. 

• Israel opens its borders and services to 
international victims, especially children, to 
receive medical care.

• Iraqi victims, and Rwandan and Kenyan children 
have arrived in Israel to undergo heart surgery. 

• Israeli doctors frequently travel to remote 
locations to offer their medical expertise, as has 
been demonstrated in Haiti and other places.

3. Alternative Energy: Israel at the Forefront of 
Progress

• Developments from electric cars to affordable 
solar power, Israel is pioneering new 
technologies.

• Israel is one of the first countries to actively 
promote zero-emission electric cars and prepare 
the infrastructure for mass marketing such 
vehicles. 

• An Israeli company is developing and designing 
efficient solar power plants around the world and 
Israeli municipalities are reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions. 

• As of two years ago, Israel began pumping 
natural gas from the Mediterranean Sea.

4. Healthcare in Israel: Universal Access and 
World-Class Treatment

• Israel provides universal coverage for ALL 
Israelis- rich and poor, Arabs and Jews, men and 
women. 100% of Israelis enjoy full health care 
coverage. 

• The average life expectancy of ALL Israelis 
(including Muslims, Jews and Christians) - 
is 79 years for men and 83 years for women, 
which is higher than that in the U.S., the 
U.K., and Germany. It is the sixth highest in 
the world. 

Yes, be proud of the many technological advancements and 
contributions that our country, Israel, and our people have 
made in a mere 68 years! With all of Israel’s achievements 
and greatness, it still faces many existential challenges. We 
have and must continue to contribute to the resolution of its 
many challenges. 

As Sephardic Jews, we ought to be especially proud and 
connected to Israel. Today we are all Zionists, and we ought 
to be always.

Rabbi Abadi is the Rabbi of Edond J. Safra 
Synagogue of New York.
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The American Jewish community is steeped in 
multiple crises. They threaten its present and its 
future. The crises that receive the most attention – 

skyrocketing intermarriage rates and communal positions on 
Israel, particularly in the face of the boycott, divestment, and 
sanctions (BDS) movement against Israel – are a product of 
another, more basic quandary. 

Throughout Jewish history, Jewish continuity and survival 
have been rooted in Torat Yisrael, Eretz Yisrael and ‘Am Yisrael. 
Torah literacy, including familiarity with and at least basic 
knowledge of the biblical narrative and laws, including the 
Oral Laws, and the prayers was for thousands of years the 
basic pillar of Jewish exilic identity. It was through familiarity 
with the Torah and its laws that Jews were made aware of their 
uniqueness and maintained their ties to one another, to Jewish 
communities worldwide,a and to the Promised Land. 

Since the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, and 
with the rise of secularism in the U.S. generally and among 
American Jewry in particular, Zionism and Jewish peoplehood 
became more prominent focuses in the formation and 
cultivation of Jewish identity for American Jewry. 

The notion, which is doubtlessly correct, is that it is easier 
to teach Jews about Israel, and about non-religious aspects 
of Jewish history – first and foremost the Holocaust – than 
it is to teach a highly secularized community Torah with its 
concomitant laws of religious observance. 

For a few generations, this reliance on Israel and Jewish 
peoplehood worked fairly well. It worked for two reasons. 
First, until the 1980s, intermarriage rates were relatively low. 
And second, until the 1980s, the Left, with which the vast 
majority of American Jews identified, was solidly pro-Israel. 

With rising intermarriage rates, the basic acceptance of 
Jewish uniqueness became more difficult to maintain. After 
all, once families were forced to decide between Jewish 

heritage – including halacha – and half-Jewish grandchildren, 
there was no question that halacha fall by the wayside. It is 
inhuman to expect grandparents to support a law, particularly 
one with which most of them are entirely unfamiliar, over their 
grandchildren. 

Then there is Israel. As the American Left has attached 
itself to anti-Israel narratives to ever greater degrees, the easy 

coexistence of leftist politics with support for Israel has ended. 
Partly in response to this trend, during the 1990s much Zionist 
education became conflated with peace studies. Support for 
Israel became conflated with support for the peace process 
with the PLO. 

As a consequence, just as intermarriage rates were rising 
steeply among non-Orthodox Jews to the point where today 
almost all non-Orthodox Jews intermarry, new generations 
of Jews were entering adulthood with little familiarity with 
the history of Zionism or knowledge of Israel beyond its 
relationship with the PLO. 

Today, as leftist hostility to Israel has become widespread, 

The Tragic State of American Jewry
Ms. Caroline Glick

Continued on page 10
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THOUGHTS ON ISRAEL

and that hostility has taken on an anti-Jewish character so 
blatant that even The New York Times is noticing, American 
Jews on the Left are feeling the pinch. 

With little knowledge of Jewish texts besides what they 
may have learned preparing for their bnei misvah, with little 
knowledge of Jewish peoplehood due to the prevalence of 
intermarriage and cultural assimilation, with little knowledge 
of Israel and with little knowledge of Jew hatred beyond the 
Holocaust, many Jewish students on campuses today cannot 
understand why they should defend Israel. Many Jewish students 
cannot understand why they should care about whether their 
date is Jewish or not. Many Jewish students cannot understand 
why people who reject the Jewish state’s right to exist are anti-
Jewish. 

Last week Jay Sanderson, the president of the Jewish 
Federation of Greater Los Angeles gave voice to their frustration 
– and that of their parents – when in an interview with Haaretz, 
he lashed out at the Israeli government for investing resources 
in fighting the BDS movement on U.S. campuses. 

Sanderson began by noting that divestment votes in 
university student councils have no effect on Israel’s economy. 
Since they have no real impact on Israeli GDP, he insisted, 
Israel should ignore them. 

Israel should abandon the fight not only because it BDS 
is not a threat to its economy. As Sanderson sees things, by 
fighting BDS campaigns, the government actually diminishes 
American Jewish support for Israel. 

By Sanderson’s telling, by defending itself against BDS 
assaults on the legitimacy of its existence, Israel polarizes 
American Jews, pushing Jewish students away.

“These are Jewish kids who could go either way [on Israel],” 
he argued. 

But when the issue is so polarizing, with small numbers 
on the far left and on the far right – all that this loud 
noise does is take this soft middle and push them away 
from Israel altogether. And that’s the biggest problem 
in Jewish life and on Jewish campuses that’s getting 
completely dwarfed by the big BDS thing, which is not 
that big at all. While we’re worrying about the big BDS 
folks and whether J Street is a problem or not, we are 

leading that group of 75 percent completely adrift from 
the Jewish community and Israel.

Sanderson continued that since Israel is polarizing, it must 
no longer be seen as the basis for Jewish communal affiliation 
on campuses. 

Israel’s too complicated, so our approach has to be to 
connect these students to Jewish life and then find a 
meaningful way to engage them with Israel. In other 
words, first feel good about your Jewish self and then 
learn about Israel, as opposed to what it used to be, 
which was learn about Israel first, and then through 
Israel, find out about your Jewish self. This is a major 
change, which we have to learn to embrace, and which 
is not always easy.

It is easy – and reasonable – to view Sanderson’s arguments 
as defeatist and counterproductive. After all, if these students 
were aware of Israel’s intrinsic importance for them as Jews, 
and its central place in the Jewish world, then they couldn’t 
help but strongly support Israel. 

But more than they speak to Sanderson’s competence to 
lead his community, his remarks expose the depth of the crisis 
of Jewish identity. Indeed, Sanderson justified his position 
by noting that he cannot even convince his own daughter to 
support Israel. His daughter, he intimates, questions Israel’s 
legitimacy. 

If I tell her not to ask those questions or that her questions 
or feelings are wrong, then what is that going to mean 
for our relationship or her relationship to Israel?

 In other words, just as opposition to intermarriage 
pits parents and grandparents against their children and 
grandchildren, so, increasingly, Jewish parents feel that their 
Zionism pits them against their children’s anti-Zionism. 

It is hard to see a way out of this crisis. 

Some have argued that the ignorance and concomitant rising 
alienation American Jews feel toward all aspects of Judaism 
will be remedied by rising levels of Jew hatred in America. 
This may have some truth to it. After all, nothing concentrates 
your mind like hatred. 
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Thoughts on Israel

On April 18th 2016, Rabbi Nessim Elnekave and I had 
the privilege of being invited by Danny Danon, the Israeli 
Ambassador to the United Nations, to sit as spectators in 
a U.N. Security Council meeting. This was no ordinary 
meeting. This was a special convention of the U.N. Security 
Council specifically convened to discuss the Middle East. No 
pictures, videos, clapping, comments, or uninvited guests 
were allowed. It was all very formal and solemn.

I have been involved with Israel and Zionist activity 
during the past few years, but nothing could have prepared 
me for what I experienced that day. The stereotypical anti-
Israel activist usually comes off as uneducated- perhaps 
misinformed- crass, and willing to say and do things that 
even the most passionate pro-Israel advocate would not do. 
The typical campus “die-in” or obscenity spewing, kafiyeh 
wearing, student comes to mind. My experience at the U.N. 
was entirely different. Here the enemy (yes the enemy) was 
eloquent, educated, and making some very sophisticated 
arguments.  

The day started with an opening address from the U.N. 
Secretary General Ban Ki Moon. With only a one-line allusion 
to the situation in Syria and no mention of ISIS, this “world 
leader” spoke for 25 minutes, about how disappointed he 
was with Israel. To be fair, he did acknowledge Arab terror, 
but, he put it on par with Israel’s self-defense. Modifiers like 
“alleged” and “accused” were frequently placed before the 
terms “perpetrators” and “terrorists” when discussing the 
Arabs, while the very emphatic and definitive phrases “the 
illegal occupation” and the “illegal building of settlements in 
East Jerusalem as defined by international law” were used 
when discussing Israel.

Was the Secretary General of the U.N. right in his 
assertions? Should Israel yield to the requests of our enemies? 
Maybe Secretary General Moon was right. At this point I 
was reminded that this was the same Ban Ki Moon whohas 
done nothing to stop the massacre of Syrian civilians, the 
resurgence of the Taliban, Iran’s oppression of minorities, 
North Korea’s enslavement of its own people, Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea, Boko Haram’s sale of sex slave sale, 
the ethnic cleansing of Christians in the Middle East, nor the 

Houthi rebellion in Yemen. Oh yeah- and then there is ISIS, 
the JV team. “The only thing necessary for the triumph of 
evil is for good men to do nothing.” This man was neither 
good nor passive. 

The next speaker was the representative of the Palestinian 
Authority, Dr. Riyad H. Mansour. If I had a million dollars, I 
would hire this man to work in my company as a salesperson. 
His mission was to present a people who repeatedly rejected 
peace proposals, incite terror, fund families of terrorists, 
and embezzle billions in charity funds, as, in fact, passive 
victims of Israel, the freest and most democratic country in 
the Middle East.  He was impressively eloquent, relaxed and 
convincing. More than all of this, his address was manipulative 
and displayed the highest forms of sophistry and rhetoric. For 
example, he would start off calling Israel an “occupier,” then 
he would call Israel’s sovereignty the “illegal occupation,” 
then the “oppressive occupation,” and finally the “inhumane 
occupation.” During his half-hour speech he gradually and then 
consistently demonized and delegitimized Israel until all Israelis 
were “terrorists” who were somehow “executing his youth.” 

As a spectator, the strategy of Mansour’s was apparent. 
He was using his advantage of speaking before Israel in the 
forum. By accusing Israel of the actions that in reality the 
PA was perpetrating, he was eliminating  Israel’s ability of 
criticizing the PA for terrorism without turning the forum 
into a ‘he said/ she said’ debate. In Mansour’s narrative 
terrorists were not Arab extremists killing pregnant women, 
ramming cars into bus stops, or lobbing rockets and mortars 
at preschools- the bad guy was Israel. This spokesman 
repeated his deliberate lies so many times, that I was forced 
to remember the Joseph Goebbels policy of “if you tell a lie 
big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come 
to believe it.” The first six times the listener questions the 
validity of the falsehoods but as it is repeated, the listener 
begins to question their own convictions and accept some of 
the eloquent speaker’s assertions.

Thankfully, Israel has a strong advocate in Ambassador 
Danny Danon. Despite the hostile language, rhetoric, and 
outright lies- literally surrounding him on all sides- the 
Ambassador made an argument that would make any Zionist 
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Thoughts on Israel

proud. Seated directly behind him in the auditorium was 
Natan and Renana Meir - the husband and daughter of Dafna 
Meir who was murdered with a knife in front of her 6 children 
by a 15-year-old Arab terrorist in January. In an earlier press 
conference, Ambassador Danon challenged his opposition to 
look these victims in the eye and tell them, that the PA does 
not support terror. 

This round of debate went to the Israelis. Despite the 
sophisticated façade of Dr. Mansour, the slick representative 
broke protocol to condemn Israel as an “occupier” during 
Israel’s turn to speak. Ambassador Danon took the opportunity 
to shame the P.A. representative into condemning terror 
unequivocally before the Security Council. Dr. Mansour 
refused, and was silenced by the Secretary General and lost 
his legitimacy this time around.

It was not until two and a half hours into the Security 
Council session that a proper mention of the Syrian Civil 
war was mentioned, after about 4 or 5 speakers. Six hundred 
thousand killed, millions displaced, women being auctioned 

But today you have Jews playing central roles in the anti-
Israel movement. J Street-affiliated students support BDS. 
Jewish Voices for Peace, Americans for Peace Now and other 
Jewish groups play a key role in subverting wider Jewish efforts 
on behalf of Israel, including efforts to educate Jewish children 
about Israel and Zionist history. 

These Jewish anti-Israel activists are doing more than 
preventing the community from rallying in support of Israel. 
They are making it increasingly difficult for non-affiliated 
American Jews to recognize the anti-Semitism which is 
supposed to bring them back to their Judaism, even when it 
smacks them in their faces. 

Likewise, the emphasis that Jewish educators have placed on 
Holocaust education makes it difficult for Jews to understand 
that anti-Semitism is an enduring prejudice. Today Jews are 
hard-pressed to understand that anti-Semitism exists even 
when there aren’t death camps and that not all anti-Semites 
are Nazis. Some anti-Semites are their progressive professors. 

as slaves. It seemed that this should have been the leading 
agenda of the day, by the sheer numbers, but it was not. 
The agenda of the day was to condemn and criticize Israel. I 
thought I was having a bad dream, or watching some poorly 
directed movie. I wish I was. The agenda is to hold Israel to 
a double standard, to demonize and delegitimize Israel as the 
worst human rights violator since Germany in WWII.

The lesson I learned that day is that our enemy is well 
informed, sophisticated, and has a plan to manipulate 
bystanders. It is up to the Jewish community to redouble 
our efforts to get informed, be proactive and to recognize 
the nature of our adversary. The lies have trickled into the 
mass media and the college attended by your children. Stay 
informed and speak out. As a united Jewish community 
we must can change the agenda and celebrate Israel for its 
greatness. If you don’t who will?

Mr. Mizrachi is the Executive Director of the SCA 
and currently pursuing his doctorate.

The hard truth seems to be that the salvation of American 
Jewry can only come with the restoration, at wider and wider 
communal levels, of the three foundations of Judaism to their 
proper positions in a meaningful, substantive way. Torah 
literacy needs to increase. Jewish peoplehood needs to be 
experienced and advocated. And Zionism, and Zionist history, 
needs to be taught. 

Maybe that is the answer to Sanderson. If he thinks it is 
too hard to instill Zionism in college students, then the time 
has come to teach them all of it – Torat Yisrael, ‘Am Yisrael and 
Eretz Yisrael. No, in a culture where people expect instant and 
continuous gratification without knowledge, this won’t be easy. 

But if American Jewish history teaches us anything, it 
teaches us that they are all necessary.

Ms. Glick is an American-born Israeli journalist, 
newspaper editor, and writer. She writes for Makor 
Rishon and is the deputy managing editor of The 
Jerusalem Post. Her Book The Israeli Solution: A 
One-State Plan for Peace in the Middle East, is 
a best seller.
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Yom Hazikaron is followed immediately by Yom 
Ha’asmaut. Two more diametrically opposed days 
you will not find in the calendar. They are both 

extremely emotional days and both strengthen our pride 
for Israel. But Yom Hazikaron is the saddest day in the 
Israeli calendar where we remember the fallen- all of 
our brothers and sisters who died- so that we can live 
in Israel. Whereas Yom Ha’asmaut is the great party to 
celebrate the State of Israel and all its accomplishments. 

As we turn to celebrating Yom Ha’asmaut is there a 
religious way of celebrating this milestone too? Many 
congregations omit tahanun prayers and say hallel - psalms 
of praise to God. But should we say this hallel during the 
tefillah or at the end, and with or without a berakha? The 

majority of Jews were not living in Israel at the time of 
the declaration of the State of Israel and the subsequent 
War of Independence. Is that significant? 

These questions are addressed by Hakham Ovadia 
Yosef zt”l in great detail (Yabia Omer 6:41). He notes the 
importance of saying hallel to recognize Hashem’s miracles 
in our lives. Indeed, the righteous king Hizkiyahu was 
not made the mashiah because he did not praise Hashem 
enough (Sanhedrin 94b). But at the same time he notes 
that someone who says hallel all the time is considered a 
blasphemer (Shabbat 118). So great care must be taken 

not to devalue the saying of hallel. 

Hakham Ovadia notes the times when hallel is said even 
by an individual with a berakha. The Talmud (‘Arachin 
10a) relates that there are 18 times in Israel and 21 times 
in the diaspora. They are the 8 days of Sukkot, the 8 days 
of Hanukah, the 1st day of Pesah, and the day of Shabuot. 
(The extra 3 days in the diaspora are the extra day of 
Pesah, Sukkot and Shabuot). The talmud (Pesakhim 117a) 
notes that on top of these days there are days where hallel 
is said when one is saved from tragedy or when one is 
redeemed. 

The early commentators on the talmud (the rishonim) 
argue on the status of the gemara in Pesakhim. Most note 

that hallel should only be mentioned if the majority of 
Jews are involved in the miracle. The Meiri holds that if 
it is a minority of Jews hallel is mentioned just without a 
berakha. 

For Sephardim there is an issue of changing the order 
of tefillah or adding extra things in the middle. According 
to the Zohar this can be very damaging to the efficacy 
of our prayers. So the Hida notes that it is better to add 
hallel at the end of tefillah. Therefore, Hakham Ovadiah 
recommends hallel to be recited at the end of tefillah 
without a berakha. 

Saying Hallel on Yom Ha’asmaut
Rabbi Ben Hassan

“But Yom Hazikaron is the saddest day in the Israeli calendar where 
we remember the fallen- all of our brothers and sisters who died- so 
that we can live in Israel. Whereas Yom Ha’asmaut is the great party 

to celebrate the State of Israel and all its accomplishments.”
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Hakham Ovadiah writes: 

and now where we have seen such great miracles 
done for us in the War of Independence that 
Hashem saved us from our enemies who were 
plotting our destruction, and Hashem muddled 
up their thinking and in his kindness we prevailed. 
But since this miracle did not happen to all of the 
Jewish people it is correct to say hallel but without 
a berakha. 

Whether you say hallel with or without a berakha, may 
we all celebrate this wonderful day in our calendar and 
may we hope for the complete redemption. 

Moadim Lesimha L’geula Shelema לגאולה לשמחה   מועדים 

שלמה

‘Am Yisrael Hai עם ישראל חי

Rabbi  Hassan is the Rabbi of Sephardic Bikur 
Holim of Seattle. A document from the Rabbinical Council of the Syrian 

and Near Eastern Jewish Community in America regarding 
Yom Ha'asmaut, Israeli Independence Day, 1987

Maqam of the Week
Sephardic Pizmonim Project, www.pizmonim.com

For Shabbat Ahare Mot (Leviticus 16:1- 18:30), 
the appropriate maqam, according to all Aleppo 
sources, is hijaz, in order to mourn the deaths of Nadab 
and Abihu, the eldest sons of Aaron the High Priest. 
Maqam hijaz, named after the Arabian peninsula, is 
generally applied in the Syrian tradition to display the 
mood of death and sadness. Damascus custom is apply 
SABA to indicate a mood of pain, and to only apply 
maqam hijaz for extreme sadness, such as Shabbat Ekha, 
when we mourn over the Bet Hamiqdash. Hazzan Gabriel 
A. Shrem A”H used to mix maqam bayat with hijaz in 
order to dilute the sadness of the maqam. 

For Shabbat Qedoshim (Leviticus 19:1- 20:27), 
the morning services should be conducted in maqam 
saba, according to suhv (Red Book) and at least 10 
different Aleppo sources. An explanation for this maqam 
is because we open with the commandment to “be holy.” 
According to many commentators, this is defined as 
staying away from sexual promiscuity (as referenced 
in surrounding passages, Leviticus 18 and 20). The 
Berit Milah is often used as the symbol of chastity and 
holiness. Being that maqam saba is associated with the 
berit milah ceremony, and covenants in general, it is also 
connected here where we are reminded to “be holy.”

Continued from page 14



Trying to explain to someone what it means to go to 
Israel for a year is like trying to explain to someone 
what chocolate tastes like. I can tell you about my 

classes, roommates, trips, and everything in between but I 
would only be hinting at the subject. Unless you experienced 
it yourself I’m at a bit of a disadvantage, but I’ll try my best. 

My year in Israel started well before my flight on 
September 1st. It started before the planning and the 
packing. It started with the difficult task of persuading two 
very important people about my need to study in Israel 
for the year. It was not easy, but my parents eventually 
consented, and I became one of the extremely lucky 
eighteen year olds who was given the chance to board the 
plane. If you’ve sent a child to Israel or was that very child 
you know it’s stressful on both sides. 72 hours before I left 
for the airport I must have walked around my house dozens 
of times saying goodbye to the most irrational things, like 
my shower and my pillows, because from that point in 
August to next June seemed like a lifetime. And honestly 
it did feel like a lifetime because after teary goodbyes and a 
ten-hour flight, it was the year that was never going to end. 
But Purim has come and passed, Pesah break starts in an 
hour and Yom Ha’asmaut is practically next week. 

I’ve been very privileged to study in Midreshet Eshel 
located in the heart of the Old City. I’ve loved and still do 
love every moment I spend here learning, meeting new 
people, and discovering a side of Israel I was not introduced 

to on your average bar- misvah trip. But I’m getting ahead 
of myself. Here I am, seven months later, integrated and 
already comfortable in a new culture but when the van 
first dropped me off in the parking lot of the Old City, 
reality hit me like a ton of bricks. What had I just done? I 
had just willingly flown to a foreign country without my 
family, without full mastery of the language, and without a 
concrete understanding of what I planned on doing there. 
And most importantly I wouldn’t have normal kibbeh for 
a year let alone mehshi or lachmajine. Was I totally crazy? 
Perhaps, but that’s the whole fun of it. 

Coming to Israel for a year is unlike any experience 
I’m ever going to get in my life. It’s new and exciting, it’s 
terrifying but also unequivocally rewarding. There’s a term 
that Israelis severely overuse, translated to “experience,” 
the word is “havaya.” You go on a hike, that’s a havaya. You 
fall asleep in the shower, definitely a havaya. But to any 
student learning in a yeshivah or seminary, everything 
is a havaya. The first time you get lost on the bus to Beit 
Shemesh, havaya. The first time you manage to bargain with 
Isrealis in the shuk for sufganiyot during Hannukah, havaya, 
the first time you have a meaningful prayer at the crack of 
dawn at the Kotel or ride camels by a shady gas station off 
the highway. All of these are havayot, or experiences, that 
are solely possible because I’m here studying in Israel. 

To be honest, a ton of bricks hits me in face just about 
every morning. IT NEVER GETS OLD. I’m smacked upside 
the head by reality every time I pray at the Kotel among 
tourists and haredi women, or every time I look out my 
classroom window and see Har Hazeitim lit up like gold in 
the afternoon sunlight. The beauty of this land never ceases 
to astound me and the people that I’ve encountered never 
stop to amaze me. There’s a “surprise factor” when you’re in 
Israel. You never really know what you’re getting yourself 
into because a simple walk in the Old City could mean 
stumbling upon a wedding that needs women to dance for 

“The beauty of this land never 
ceases to astound me and the 
people that I’ve encountered 

never stop to amaze me.”
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the bride and a simple lesson on Rav Kook’s teachings could 
be the moment that completely changes your outlook on 
Judaism and your connection to God. 

This year, more than most, might be a particularly 
stressful one. And I won’t lie to you but there were points 
where I didn’t want to leave my bed let alone the Old City. 
But being here at a time like this, seeing Israelis at a time 
like this is what Israel is about. You see the unity of this 
nation and their willingness to help one another out no 
matter the request. I once went for a Shabbat at a friend’s 
cousin in Ashkelon. The dinner table talk, among other 
things, which was completely in Hebrew by the way, was 
about the last war and the current situation. I don’t think 
I’ve ever laughed harder about a subject in my life. Not that 
anything is comical in any way but the way they deal with it 
is outstanding. They joked about running to bomb shelters 
in their underwear and about “tremps” (hitchhikes) they 
thought would be their last. Israelis push through and don’t 
let anything interfere with their day to day activities. And 
the same went for me. I’ve grown more aware, independent, 
and not to mention excellent at spotting police wherever I 
go. 

For me, coming to Israel is all about connection and 
connecting. You build relationships with people you would 
have otherwise never met. It’s a joke in school that my 
room is “the UN.” There’s me, a Syrian from Brooklyn, 
an Israeli from Ra’anana, a Persian from Great Neck, and 
a Moroccan from LA. I’ve made bonds with girls that I 
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know will transcend the bounds of time and space because 
of how much we’ve connected, learned, grown, laughed, 
and prayed together. Every hike connects you to the land 
until you start begging to go on trips every other week 
because there’s nothing better than getting to the peak of a 
mountain with Israel stretched out before you. Every lesson 
in humash or halacha, gemara or mussar connects you to 
your teachers and to Judasim and God in ways you didn’t 
think were even possible. But maybe, most importantly, 
you connect to history. When I walk down an alleyway in 
the Old City I wonder who walked there before me. When 
I run my hands along the bricks of the Kotel I wonder of 
the thousands of men and women who cried for the Land 
of Israel in that very spot. History comes alive here because 
David is on my rooftop composing the tehillim I say every 
afternoon. Aharon is lighting the menorah a hundred feet 
from my doorstep. Abraham is walking with Yishaq down 
my street to Har Hamoriah. Shlomo is constructing the Beit 
Hamiqdash before my eyes as I pray every morning. I live 
everyday here with the knowledge that I stand in front of the 
backdrop of thousands of years of Jewish History which all 
led to me getting on that plane seven months ago. Countless 
people have sacrificed their lives and poured their hearts in 
prayer so that I, Merle Cohen, could walk down the streets 
of Israel with a sense of security and pride as a woman, as a 
student, and most importantly a Jew in her homeland.

Ms. Cohen is a student in Midreshet Eshel.



Student Corner

For many young adults, college is an exciting, adventurous 
time of new experiences and exposures. However, these 
same aspects also coalesce as a shock and challenge to one’s 
culture, ideas, and comforts. It’s not always easy being a 
college student, or a Jewish student. 

Over the past few weeks, Baruch College, which many of 
our community’s young adults attend, has been in the news 
about their poor decision to schedule Commencement for 
Spring 2016 on Friday, May 27th from 5:00 – 7:00 PM. The 
scheduled time would interfere with Shabbat preparations, 
travels for Memorial Day weekend, and even scheduled 
finals. Baruch’s chosen time effectively eliminated the 
possibility for any Sabbath observant students to attend. 
Driven to create change for ourselves and fellow peers, 
Renèe met with countless Baruch administrators and was 
declined by all of them requests for a change in time or date 
of the ceremony. Subsequently, Renèe created a petition 
to gather awareness and reached out to Assemblyman Dov 
Hikind, Governor Andrew Cuomo, and many NYC officials 

for more help. In just the first several hours, and thanks to 
many wonderful people, the petition received over 1,200 
signatures and Renèe was interviewed by CBS 2 New York 
the next day. As word spread, local city officials, the SCA, 
ADL, and many other Jewish organizations, expressed their 
enthusiasm in helping and through our collective efforts 
Baruch changed the time of graduation for the ceremony to 
promptly begin at 4:00 PM and conclude at 5:45 PM. 

The reasons we felt compelled to get involved were 
simple and fundamentally basic. In a school where 10% of 
the student body is Jewish, we felt that the administration 
had turned its back on its Jewish students, as well as other 
students who would not have been able to attend. It is 

unacceptable for the administration to screen a large segment 
of its student body from this event. The graduation ceremony 
is the main opportunity to celebrate with our families our 
accomplishments, hard work, and academic success as we 
welcome the next chapter in our lives. 

As graduating college students, it is important to 
understand that our opinion matters. Yet even more so as 
a member of the Jewish community, it is imperative we 
stand up for ourselves and demand our opinions, views, 
and beliefs be respected. Elie Wiesel once said, “neutrality 
helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages 
the tormentor, never the tormented.” Anti-Semitism on 
CUNY campuses is clear and on the rise, as documented 
by the ZOA. If there was any message we can learn from 

Jewish history, it is to insist that we matter, to rise to the 
challenges before us, and never apologize for defending our 
vital interests. 

Ms. Shemesh, Mr. Dwek, & Mr. Mizrahi are students 
of Baruch College
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Campus Challenges
Ms. Renèe Shemesh, Mr. Zeke Dwek, & Mr. Ralph Mizrahi

“... we felt that the 
administration had turned its 
back on its Jewish students”

Baruch College Campus, New York, NY



Creating a New Generation 
of Israel Ambassadors
Mr. Irving Safdieh

We have an Israel problem.

Considering the number of us that visit the land, 
follow the IDF on Instagram or eat blue and white 
donuts on Yom Ha’asmaut, it’s clear that our Israel 

problem isn’t our surface level love for the land. 

Our Israel problem is Israel illiteracy. We are groomed 
from birth to love our Jewish homeland but we’re never 
taught why. This puts us in a difficult situation the moment 
we leave the confines of our Community. The problem is 
especially pronounced on today’s college campus. When 
our young adults are confronted with demands to relieve 
Palestinian oppression or myths about Israel’s Apartheid 
practices, their Israel foundation is shaken. 

The Sabra Institute aims to create a new generation of 
Israel ambassadors by equipping students with objective 
facts, balanced perspectives, and the skills needed to rise 
above challenges they’ll encounter during their college 
tenure. 

This September, the Sabra Institute will launch its pilot 
program - a crash course in Israeli history, politics, current 
events, and culture - for 15 high school seniors. 

Highlights include: 

• A curriculum, run in partnership with Jerusalem 

U, including classes that illustrate how to identify 
media bias and the importance of understanding the 
Palestinian perspective. 

• Firsthand experience attending rallies, protests, and 
a mission to Washington. 

• A Toastmasters crash course. 

• Weekly debates. 

• An all-expense paid trip to Israel that will reinforce 
instrumental themes and ideas. Graduates will 
visit strategically important areas and engage with 
influential leaders to ensure that experience, not 
baseless claims, shape their positions. 

How do we reverse Israel illiteracy? On a grand scale, 
the Community and yeshivah system must put a greater 
emphasis on Israel education. It must start early on, it must 
be consistent, and it must be balanced. For those of us beyond 
our yeshivah education (or just about beyond that stage), we 
must commit to educate ourselves. The Sabra Report is a 
weekly newsletter that is intended to stimulate discussion 
about Israel by recapping major events and providing context 
– use it as a starting point to encourage conversation amongst 
friends and family. 

The Sabra Institute is now accepting applications and 
donations through our website, www.sabrainstitute.org. 

Sign up to receive the Sabra Report every Friday morning 
at www.sabrareport.com

Mr. Safdieh is the founder of the Sabra Institute

“We are groomed from birth to 
love our Jewish homeland but 

we’re never taught why.”
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Chapter 18: Hasdai ibn Shaprut

T he Jews of Cordova were jubilant. They took 
special pride in the accomplishments of their co-
religionist Hasdai ibn Shaprut. They praised him 

to high heaven, writing poems in his honor praising his 
accomplishments. Hasdai ibn Shaprut is one of the great 
Jews of history. He was very influential, but did not hold a 
position in court that reflected this influence. 

The masses of people in Cordova were greatly 
influenced by their Muslim religious leaders and were 
intolerant of any other religion but theirs. Caliph Abd ar-
Rahman III could not appear to the masses to be more 
tolerant than they or their teachers. For this reason, the 
caliph could not bestow on Hasdai a great title that he so 
justly deserved. 

The caliph, who considered Hasdai his intimate friend 
and called him by his nickname Abu Yusuf, assured Hasdai 
privately of his confidence in him. Hasdai was no fool. He 
always realized his relationship with the caliph depended 
on the caliph’s mood at the moment. His caution proved 
justified. As Abd ar-Rahman III entered into his late 60s 
and had become drunk with his own power he began to 
insult Hasdai and treat him with disrespect. This will 
become more evident later in his correspondence with the 
King of the Khazars. 

No matter how much Hasdai was involved in the caliph’s 
affairs, he always found time to look out for the interests 
of his fellow Jews. He tried to learn as much as he could 
about his fellow Jews in Portugal, France, Italy, Greece, 
Turkey, North Africa and throughout the Mediterranean 
area. He tried to help them whenever he could. His letter 
to Dosa, the son of the famous learned Sa’adya Gaon of 
Babylonia is an example of such interest. On learning of 
the Gaon’s death Hasdai expressed his sympathy. He asked 
Dosa for a bibliography of his father so that Hasdai could 
distribute it and arrange for prayers in his father’s honor. 

Similarly, he communicated with Jews in Palestine and 
Iraq and asked them to stay in touch with him. Romanos I 
Lekapenos was the ruler of the Byzantium Empire during 
the period 919 to 944. His capital was Constantinople. 
Jews there were forced to convert to Christianity and 
they were regularly persecuted. Eventually Romanos was 
overthrown by his sons. Romanos had arranged for his 
daughter to marry his admiral Constantine who would 
become Constantine VII (Constantinus Porphyrogenetos) 
emperor of Byzantium. It was awkward for a Muslim ruler 
such as Abd ar-Rahman III to negotiate with a Christian 
ruler such as Constantine VII. It was helpful to both sides 
to have a Jew act as a middle-man. Hasdai ibn Shaprut 
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Never Forget Our Noble Heritage
Nunca Olvides Muestra Historia Destinguida
נונכה אולבידיס מואיסטרה איסטוריה דיסטינגידה

Mr. Sheldon N. Goldman

JEWISH HISTORY

The Pont-Neuf in Toulouse, France



In 947 Hasdai tried to help the Jews of Gaul (France). 
In the city of Toulouse, it was the custom for Jews to 
be ordered to bring to the cathedral gate on the eve of 
Easter thirty pounds of wax, to provide light in the 
cathedral. Their payment was a humiliating slap on the 
cheek. Sometimes the blow was so great that the victim 
would die. This was the Christian way of reminding the 
Jews that Judas Iscariot betrayed Jesus for thirty pieces of 
silver. Hasdai again sent his emissary Samuel the Faithful 
to Provence to seek relief. The effort apparently failed 
because the practice continued until about 1100. 

Mr. Goldman is a retired Chemical Engineer 
who is a member of Congregations Beth Torah 
and Kol Israel. From 1978 through 1992 he was 
the Editor of the Beth Torah Bulletin. He was 
Secretary of Beth Torah from 1980 through 
1995 and is still the Editor of the Beth Torah 
Calendar. 

played that role splendidly. 

Hasdai was disturbed that Jews in Byzantium were 
being persecuted and he sought permission from Caliph 
Abd ar-Rahman III to communicate with various 
dignitaries in Byzantium to obtain relief for the Jews. 
The only restriction placed on Hasdai was that his letters 
had to be written in Hasdai’s name and in Hebrew. One 
such letter was sent to Queen Helene, wife of Emperor 
Constantine, and the other was sent directly to the 
emperor. Eventually Hasdai received a letter of thanks 
from the Jewish communities of southern Italy which was 
then part of the Byzantine Empire. The letter of thanks 
told of persecution, banning and burning of sacred books, 
attempts to convert rabbis, and arresting and torturing 
of scholars. It told of the suicide of three scholars who 
fought off conversion. They thanked Hasdai for sending 
his emissary Samuel who helped the Jews and eventually 
the persecution ended. They credited Hasdsai and they 
heaped blessings upon him for his help. 

Upcoming Community Lectures:
Yom Ha'asmaut-Rock Out with Israel: May 12

Into the Wilderness Young Adult Hike: May 15

NORPAC Mission to Washington, D.C.: May 19

Young Adult Lag La'omer BBQ night: May 25

Get the details by visiting our website 
or signing up for social media updates:

www.scaupdates.org
             @scaupdates
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Miriam Peretz does not fit the image of a modern 
day heroine. She is quiet and unassuming. The 
kind of person that goes unnoticed in a crowded 

room. Yet her response in the wake of immeasurable pain 
and suffering stands as a testament to her strength. 

The SCA brought Miriam as a guest speaker to Esther 
Hidary’s weekly class in Sephardic Synagogue on March 16. 
I was hesitant to attend the talk. I was leaving for Israel that 
evening to visit my son Joseph who is currently serving in the 
IDF and had a lot of packing to do. On another level, knowing 
a little about Miriam’s story, I wasn’t sure I could handle it. 

Miriam’s family made aliyah to Israel from Casablanca, 
Morocco soon after the country’s founding. Her family 
settled in one of the poor immigrant towns. Her parents 
had a hard time adjusting to the new country and relied on 
welfare throughout Miriam’s childhood. Miriam was not a 
particularly good student but she worked hard, making it 
through college, eventually earning an advanced degree. 

Miriam married Eliezer Peretz and raised six children 
in Giv’at Ze’ev, a suburb of Jerusalem. She was appointed 
principal in the local secular school and introduced a new 
curriculum to expose the students to Judaic studies. 

The Peretz family was living an ordinary, middle class 
life, when tragedy struck. Uriel, their first born, was a 
commander in the special forces unit of the Golani brigade. 
The Hizbollah terrorists that Uriel and his team were 
tracking detonated a remote control bomb killing him and 
his navigator. He was just 22. The family was grief-stricken 
and joined the countless families in Israel who have lost loved 
ones to war. Soon after, Miriam’s husband Eliezer died of a 
broken heart, unable to cope with the loss of his beloved son. 

Eliraz, the second Peretz boy, was four months into basic 
training when his brother was killed. The IDF exempts the 

brothers of fallen soldiers from combat roles. However, 
Eliraz saw it as an honor and privilege to protect his country. 
In such situations, the parents must sign a waiver allowing 
their child to serve as a fighter. Miriam did not hesitate to 
sign, knowing full well the risk that her son was taking. 
Eliraz, like his brother before him, became a commander in 
the special forces reconnaissance unit of the Golani brigade. 

In the spring of 2010, as the final preparations were 
being made for Pesah, Miriam saw the three messengers 
approaching her front door. She knew all too well the 
meaning of their visit and instinctively locked the door and 
shut the blinds. As long as the news was not delivered, her 
son Eliraz would still be alive. 

Eliraz, father of four, was on patrol at the Gaza border 
when a Hamas ambush took his life. His youngest daughter 
was only two months old. Miriam was overcome with 
overwhelming suffering. 

Har Herzl, Israel’s national cemetery for fallen soldiers 
and the resting place of Uriel and Eliraz is like a second home 
to Miriam. She struggles every day with big and small things. 
When she was invited to light a candle on Yom Hazikaron 
(Memorial Day) at the national ceremony for fallen soldiers 
she was paralyzed with grief and could barely stand. In Israel, 
Yom Hazikaron is immediately followed by Yom Ha’asmaut, 
Israel Independence Day, highlighting the direct connection 
between our fallen soldiers and our freedom. Miriam could 
not bear to hear the celebratory fireworks of Yom Ha’atsmaut 
as they brought to mind the bombs that killed her boys. 

The little things also require superhuman strength to 
overcome. Miriam tells the story about the meatballs. Eliraz 
would return from his army service and go straight into the 
kitchen where his mother would be cooking his favorite 
dish- meatballs in tomato sauce. He would eat them straight 
from the pot. When she told him to take a plate and fork, 
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he answered, “It’s a shame for them to lose their taste on 
the way to the plate.” Soon after Eliraz was killed, his little 
son was expecting Miriam to cook the meatballs that she 
was known for. It took all of her strength to prepare the 
dish. She draws an important lesson from this little story- 
the importance of continuing to live every day to the fullest 
and not giving in to the grief. 

How does a mother cope with such an enormous loss? 
Miriam acknowledges that the pain is always there, under the 
surface. She is deeply spiritual, and her religious faith gives 
her the strength to face every day with optimism. She stays 
focused on the blessings in her life, big and small. After Eliraz 
was killed, Miriam was thrust into the national spotlight. 
She uses her newfound fame to spread a message of gratitude 
and hope, peace and unity, despite the difficulties she has to 
bear. Miriam regularly visits bereaved families to give them 
comfort and IDF combat units to give them encouragement. 

She travels around the world to tell her story and inspire 
others. Miriam turned down an offer from Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu to join the Knesset. She prefers to work 
tirelessly in Israel and abroad to bring her positive message 
to the world. Miriam Peretz is an extraordinary woman who 
has turned the tragedies in her life into a source of strength. 
She is a true heroine and woman of valor. 

To learn more about this remarkable woman, please see 
her autobiography, Miriam’s Song. 

May Hashem grant the Peretz family a full measure of 
consolation. And may Hashem look over all of our brave 
soldiers and bring peace and security to ‘Am Yisrael.

Mrs. Benun’s son Joseph currently serves in 
the IDF.
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Check the SCA Website 

and Social Media for Updates: 

www.SCAupdates.org

                          @SCA_Updates   

YOM HA’ASMAUT 
THURSDAY, MAY 12TH

7:00PM
18+ COLLEGE/ YOUNG PROFESSIONAL

MP TAVERNA
31-29 DITMARS BOULEVARD, 
WILLIAMSBURG BROOKLYN

PERFORMANCES BY ANBESSA 
ORCHESTRA, MILK & HONEY

ART BY ISRAELI ARTIST 
HIPSTORY

A SELECTION OF 70 LOCAL 
AND INTERNATIONAL CRAFT 
BEERS

DINNER & DRINKS

SIGNUP: SCAUPDATES.ORG

TICKETS:
PRESALE THROUGH MAY 1ST $26
PRESALE THROUGH MAY 12TH $36
DOOR $52
INCLUDES DINNER & DRINK


