
First day of Rosh Hashanah  
  

Israel: Magical, Mystical - Pain and Anguish   
  

If you have been keeping up with the Perlsteins you know that  

for Janie and me, this summer was the best. Really the best. Keen ayin Harah.  

On the first day of summer we celebrated Samara and Jordan’s wedding. What a day of total 

celebration. In the later summer we celebrated Jordana and Gena’s wedding. Another day of 

infinite joy. And in between, Janie and I spent three weeks in Jerusalem. Summers don’t get 

much better.  

 

Janie and I had not been in Israel together since the summer of 2008. In six years. I came to 

accept that that chapter of our lives had concluded and I accepted it with a certain equanimity. 

Instead of leaving for Jerusalem in the beginning of July, we spent weekends at the shore or as 

Janie always calls it as a New Yorker, at the beach. And I thought   דיינו 

for that I was grateful. I try to live according to the title of a book I read in High School and a 

song sung by Lynn Anderson “I never promised you a rose garden.” No one ever promised us a 

life of roses without the thorns. Janie and I have been to Israel more times than most. For  most 

of Jewish history, our people could only dream of reaching the holy land.  

 

One night last fall, as part of a larger conversation, Janie told me that she wanted to go to Israel. I 

admit that idea would never have entered my consciousness. We talked and I promised Janie that 

we would do everything we could to see if it was possible. We would have to meet with different 

doctors to see if they would sign off and before that we would tell the girls of our plans. 

  

Here I expected some realistic stiff opposition to the tune of “are you out of your minds.” I had 

no great plan on how to present it. Over Thanksgiving weekend, after Shabbat dinner, everyone 

was in the Gathering Room and Janie and I were upstairs. I kind of whispered down asking them 

if they would come up in about ten minutes. There was something we wanted to talk about. I 

never intended it, but by the time they came up, they were in a visible panic thinking whatever 

the worse could be. I said “we’re thinking about going to Israel this summer.” Their relief was so 

overwhelming, they said “Wow, that is fantastic, great, terrific and they immediately went into 

high gear thinking about their own contacts in Israel who could help facilitate our trip. Janie’s 

doctors were each similarly enthusiastic. They thought about colleagues they had in Israel just in 

case but there was no word of being concerned.  

 

I called the airline to book tickets well in advance. With a daily flight out of Philadelphia, I 

called US Air. I explained to the agent all of the needs we would have for the flight and I 

anticipated her saying “are you out of your mind (you might see a certain theme running through 

this) - with all of that going on why don’t you just consider staying home.” It was just the 

opposite. US Air has its own policy of Inclusion B’Kavod.  And so it was when we arrived at the 

airport in Philadelphia, and so it was in helping Janie onto the plane, and so it was in getting off 

the plane at Ben Gurion. They could not have been more gracious and helpful.  

 

When we arrived in Jerusalem and the first couple of days in writing to the kids, whatever words 

I used, I knew were insufficient to express the depth and the magnitude of the feelings we had in 

being back in Jerusalem. I asked Janie what is the word that describes our being here. Janie said 



“magical.” That captured it for me too. It was magical. A couple of days later, I asked Janie what 

else describes us being here and Janie said mystical. It was mystical. It was beyond the rational 

that we were again in Israel. I can’t say it was a dream come true because I had given up the 

dream.  
  

Magical, mystical. It sounds like we were on tour with the Beatles but that was Magical Mystery. 

Ours was magical and mystical but not for the population living in the towns, cities, Kibbutzim 

not far from the border with Gaza. For them, it was pain and anguish. Over the past almost ten 

years since Israel’s withdrawal from the  Gaza, strip, hundreds and thousands of rockets and 

mortars had been fired into Israel from  Gaza. The city of Sederot  built underground 

playgrounds for the children. Everyone knows where the closest safe room or bunker is and how 

many seconds you have to get there when you hear a siren sound. Children grow up with 

traumatic stress but it never make anyone’s front pages. This summer, they were being 

bombarded and were demanding a response by the government.  

 

On our first full day in Israel, I spoke with an expert on foreign policy and war. It was the cab 

driver taking me to the car rental agency on King David Street. I agreed with everything this 

foreign affairs commentator said. This was still before the war started and we didn’t know then 

there would be a war. He said Hamas is laying a trap for Netanyahu. Hamas was goading the 

Israeli Prime Minister to fight back and get entangled in a battle inside Gaza and kill innocent 

women and children. That is unavoidable given the densely populated areas of Gaza from which 

Hamas is firing its rockets. The Prime Minister would be wise we thought not to take the bait so 

that Hamas can again gain world sympathy and isolate Israel on the international stage. The 

Prime Minster indeed wanted to avoid the bate but how long could he permit hundreds of rockets 

to rain down on Israel each and every day.  

 

He said again and again, quiet will be answered with quiet. When the confrontation began, the 

Prime minister and his security cabinet immediately accepted Egypt’s cease fire proposal. Hamas 

rejected it. Israel had no interest or intention of taking any Gazan’s lives. The PM wanted the 

rockets to stop. It was that simple. And there are demonstrations all over Europe still today 

accusing Israel of genocide,   of committing Nazi atrocities, of Israel being the cancer in the 

Middle East. There was a gal as close as Newtown posting this hatred on face book.  I wonder if 

she or any of these demonstrators demonstrated while 200,000 Syrians have been killed and 

millions living in squalid conditions as refugees in Lebanon and Jordan. Have any of these 

demonstrators demonstrated against ISIS, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria that runs ramped 

through towns killing, raping, taking women as slaves and the men out to slaughter. An Arab life 

is mourned only if it is an opportunity to condemn Israel. Otherwise it is ignored. There was one 

week where the UN General Assembly passed 26 resolutions condemning. Twenty two 

resolutions condemned Israel and four were for the rest of the world. Atrocities are accepted in 

the Middle East but Israel is the cancer amongst it all.  

 

We hear the cries of the sanctimonious doctors from Norway for example who stand in such 

critical judgement of Israel. What would Norway do if hundreds of rockets were fired into their 

homeland every day. Norway which is surrounded by the threatening neighbors of Denmark, 

Finland and Sweden whose most powerful weapon is a pen knife. They demonstrate they have 

no idea what it means to be Israel in a neighborhood as dangerous as the Middle East.  



 

But the war started and the ground offensive to destroy the Hamas tunnels began and lives were 

being lost. Every day more Israeli soldiers were killed. The magic and the mystical gave way to 

the mournful realities of war. While some rockets came over Jerusalem, we felt safe but we 

grieved for every Hayal, every Israeli soldier killed in action.  

 

My heart ached also for the loss of life in Gaza; not for the Hamas terrorists but for innocent 

children and women and men. Did a family of 19 have to be wiped out in one blast? Did a UN 

school serving as a “safe zone” have to be attacked once and twice. Did those children have to 

die on the beach? I would like to have a detailed explanation for each and every one of these. I’m 

afraid we may never know. The fact that Hamas put them out front to be killed doesn’t mean that 

any one else has the right to take those lives unless it is unavoidable in fighting the war. I know 

those deaths were unintentional. I want to know that it was unavoidable.  

 

The first day of the final cease fire that has held, Alan Dershowitz was interviewed on Israeli 

television. He said any good lawyer including himself would have no problem defending Israel 

in a fair and just international court of law. It can be easily shown how Hamas purposely 

jeopardized the lives of its own civilians. It fires rockets to heavily populated areas in Tel Aviv, 

Jerusalem, reaching as far north as Haifa and these rocket are launched from heavily populated 

areas in Gaza.. Israel responds to the rockets exactly where the rockets are fired, yes in heavily 

populated areas.  
  

Dershowitz made the point that when Gazans relocated from their own homes they went to UN 

schools located in the heart of the urban areas exactly where more rockets were stationed to be 

fired. Why weren’t they relocated on the outskirts of Gaza away from population centers. 

Exactly the same reason why Hamas doesn’t fire the rockets as far away as possible from 

population centers. Their human shields are their human sacrifices to win international support.  

And it works.  

 

Israel has built shelters to protect its citizens. Hamas has built tunnels to attack Israel. Hamas has 

built shelters for the top terrorists while innocent civilians were told to stay in their homes to 

fight the enemy. As a result of these acts, Hamas has grown in popularity on the Arab street in 

Gaza and the West Bank. If Israel “makes peace” today and withdraws from the West Bank and 

free and open elections are held there tomorrow, Hamas is our new neighbor just miles outside of 

Tel Aviv and Ben Gurion Airport.  
  

There was a series of essays not that long ago on NPR entitled “I Believe” Here is what I 

believe:  

 

I believe Israel fought a necessary defensive war in Gaza to protect its own citizens.  

I believe the prime minister wanted to avoid war but not at all costs.  

I believe Hamas was intent on dragging Israel into a war and their strategy was to sacrifice its 

own citizens in order to improve its standing in the Arab Street and throughout the world.  

I believe we live in a very strange world in which a terrorist organization can provoke a war and 

put its own civilians on the front lines and gain victim status even while claiming a military 

victory.  

I believe Israel has no interest in killing non combatants in Gaza. I believe Israel has every 



interest and every right to eliminate every rocket launching site as possible.  

I believe there does remain a question whether more Gaza non combatants were killed than was 

absolutely necessary and I don’t know we’ll ever know the true answer.  

I believe the Israeli army is one of the most moral armies in the world, perhaps the most moral 

but moral doesn’t mean perfect.  

I believe Israel is a special state not only because it’s citizens are primarily Jewish, though that 

means a great deal to me but because it is to live the ideals of the prophets and the words of 

Isaiah “to be a light to the nations.”   

I believe we American Jews can have differing views on Israel just as Israelis do in that great 

democracy. I believe as Jews, it is for us to find our own ways to stand in support of Israel.  
  

On the High Holy Days of 2007, I entitled my Rosh Hashanah sermon Just One More Day. It 

was inspired by Mitch Album’s book by the same time title. With Janie spending three weeks at 

Hadasah Hospital that summer, every day, was a hope for One more Day. But the reality is, if we 

could be given one more day with a loved one, at the end of the day we would again want just 

one more day. 
  

After absorbing the magical and the mystical of the moment, I felt myself hoping for another 

day, another trip to Israel in the future. On the other hand, should I control myself and feel 

dayeynu, we’re here, that’s enough.  

 

Let me return to the very beginning. I said that there was a conversation that led to our decision 

to take this trip to Israel this past summer. That discussion was not about our own trip, it was 

about an Ohev Shalom synagogue family trip some time in the future. It was that conversation 

that sparked the idea of our own trip this summer to, in effect, test the waters. And the waters 

were fine and we’d love you to join us.  That’s why it was magical. That’s why it was mystical.  

 

We are ready now to announce our next Ohev Shalom Israel Family Trip to be led by Janie and 

myself for late December of 2015. All ages are welcome. Singles, families, couples are welcome 

on our Ohev Shalom Family Israel Experience. Bar/Bat Mitzvah families are surely invited to be 

a part of our trip. The Bat/Bar Mitzvah in Israel is an experience that is unbelievably powerful.  

 

The Cantor and Arlene are leading a complementary trip in the spring of 2016. I don’t mean 

complimentary as in complimentary breakfast.  Complementary as in two items that complement 

each other.  I wanted us to offer these trips in succession because they are truly complementary. 

The spring is a great time to visit Israel if you aren’t in need of a school vacation time to go. We 

have fortunately, had some great weather in our December trips. It is called  winter for Israelis 

but it is more like late October, early November weather for us and if you go the the Negev, it 

can be more like a September day.  

 

I have recently heard two stories of young people on Birthright trips that  changed their lives. 

Ten days in Israel can do that to you. If it is your first trip or your third it can be magical and 

mystical for you as well.  Israel needs us and we need Israel.  

 

I would like to conclude this talk with a Prayer for the State of Israel:  

 

Our Parent in Heaven, Rock and Redeemer of Israel, bless the State of Israel, which marks the 



dawn of our redemption. Defend her with Your mercy and spread over her Your shelter of peace. 

Send Your light and Your truth to her leaders, ministers and advisors and guide them with Your 

good counsel. Strengthen the hands of the defenders of our Holy Land. Crown them with victory. 

Grant peace i the land and eternal happiness to its inhabitants.  

 

And visit all our brothers and sisters of the house of Israel, in all the lands where they are 

scattered and bring them rapidly to Zion, Your city and to Jerusalem, where Your name lives. 

Dedicate our hearts to love and worship You and to observe Your Torah. May all the inhabitants 

of the universe say; “The G-d of Israel is Sovereign and reigns over all.” 

                                                                                                 

                                                                                             Amen 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


