On Yom Kippur, in biblical times, the High Priest entered the Holy of Holies of the Temple in Jerusalem.  This was considered the holiest place, the summit of God’s presence. There he would utter the ineffable name of God and plea to God on behalf of his people.

On Yom Kippur we are uniquely connected to the land of Israel.  We replay the scene from the Temple Mount, only now we have no intercessor; it is we who are crying to God on our own behalf.  And, we are people no longer centered in the land of Israel.  We are a people in exile.


Yehuda Amichai, my favorite Israeli poet, has a poem called The Place Where we are Absolutely Right:

From the place where we are absolutely right, 

flowers will never grow in the spring.

The place where we are absolutely right is trampled, 

hardened, like a courtyard.

However doubts and loves make the world rise like dough.

So does a mole, so does a plow.

And a whisper will be heard in the place 

where the home (bayit: Temple) was destroyed.
In Hebrew, home is has a double meaning – bayit means home and also the Holy Temple in Jerusalem.  Har haBayit is the Temple Mount.  From the place that we are right, the Temple, our spiritual center, is destroyed, and nothing is heard in the place where once the High Priest would invoke God’s name.  From the place that we are absolutely right, nothing can be built, no community can form.  And Israel’s center is lost.  

This is what it means to be exile today.  We can fly to Israel and tour it top to bottom, but we are still in exile.
-----

When I was 12 years old, my family spent a year in Jerusalem for the first year of my father’s cantorial training at Hebrew Union College.  Previously, we had been living in Texas, where I was pretty sheltered, so being in Israel had an enormous impact on me.  In Texas, I had only learned about Judaism, whereas in Jerusalem, I felt that I was breathing in Judaism - I was being Judaism.  After being in ulpan, an intensive Hebrew-learning school all morning, my friends and I would travel around Jerusalem on the bus; these red and white buses were the veins and arteries by which we traversed almost every part of the city.
Jerusalem was where my personal Jewish identity was born, most concretely at Kol Haneshamah, a liberal congregation in Jerusalem where I became a Bat Mitzvah.  I can’t stress enough how much I loved the community there, how my heart would be so at peace when I sat in services.  Even when my parents and brother didn’t want to go, I would go by myself.  I remember feeling that the strength of the singing and the praying could make the ceiling burst open, and our voices would go straight up to heaven.  Those were the first spiritual experiences I remember. It was 1988, and even though the first intifada was happening, I was by and large unaware of the larger issues of peace and security that centered on the very city I lived where I had discovered such freedom.
Since then, I have been blessed to live in Israel three more times, and am proud to say have never visited – each time I went, whether for a year or for a summer, I rented an apartment and lived as an Israeli might.  When I went to tourist sites, it was with family and friends who visited.  The second time I was there was for a junior year abroad program, which I spent in Beer Sheva, in the south central desert region of Israel.  So for my third time there, I decided to return to Jerusalem.  It was the summer before I was to begin rabbinical school, the summer of 2000.
I spent it at Hebrew University, learning Biblical Hebrew.  Like so many Israelis at the time, I felt very optimistic about the prospects for peace.  Ehud Barak and Yasser Arafat seemed to be making unprecedented progress with the Camp David talks, and Israel has just pulled out of Southern Lebanon, making peace with its northern neighbors a more realistic possibility. I remember taking the bus that traveled through East Jerusalem, the Arab, non-Jewish part of the city, to my neighborhood.  I also remember when that bus line was discontinued, toward the end of summer.  That was right before Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount.

In September 2000, three weeks after my return to the States, and right as I was starting rabbinical school, the second Intifada broke out.  I was shattered.  How could Jerusalem be both a loving haven of spiritual growth and a central battleground of strife and injustice?  To live in a place where the right hand (West Jerusalem) was so divorced from the left (Arab East Jerusalem and the refugee camps located within the municipality of Jerusalem) made me question the truth and worth of everything I had previously learned in religious school, youth group and beyond.  I refused to accept the line that “we have no partner for peace” and started learning more deeply about both the Zionist and Palestinian narratives.  I became obsessed with reading everything about the current political situation and the Palestinian narrative which had previously been withheld from me.  How could I affirm and enjoy a personal relationship with Israel when another people have been denied that right to a relationship with their homeland?  I wondered: did the Palestinians also believe that they had no partner for peace?

In the middle of my rabbinic training, I went a fourth time to Israel, and again I lived in Jerusalem for a year, studying at a co-ed yeshiva called Pardes and working at an Israeli women’s peace organization called Bat Shalom.  Pardes and Bat Shalom were located a ten minute walk from each other, and I lived in between, which was a good thing because that year, I took no buses.  It was a safety measure against the suicide bombings that had been occurring with increasing frequency since the intifada began.  They had been happening on buses and at bus stops – anywhere people congregated and stood around.  I know people thought I was crazy to go to Israel at such a time.
It was a difficult time to be there, but not because of the security situation.  A few weeks after I arrived, two Pardes students were killed, and another seriously injured, when a suicide bomber blew himself up at a Hebrew University cafeteria.  That year was a year of avelut, or mourning, for the whole Pardes community.  I went to class every day with the former fiancé of the young woman who was killed.  I also had teachers who lived in West Bank settlements.  And down the street was Bat Shalom, but it was a world of difference from the politically right-leaning atmosphere of Pardes.  I would enter the office to the sounds of women speaking in Hebrew and Arabic, as they planned protests, rallies, and events to speak out about the Occupation. As women, they were especially concerned with speaking out and sharing their experiences of Occupation.  At Bat Shalom events, not only did Palestinian women tell their stories of families split by check points, violence, and loss, but Israeli women spoke about their mixed emotions of sending their sons off to war and losing loved ones from terror attacks.  The whiplash I experienced journeying between Bat Shalom and Pardes was mostly a healthy one, and it helped shape my current attitude and perspective toward Israel.
Israel is a beautiful, challenging place.  It is very much like a person, with layers of history, conflicting parts of itself, and so many wounds. The name Israel itself means “he shall wrestle with God.” I feel that anyone who really dares to engage with the people of Israel, the land of Israel, and modern state of Israel is someone who truly wrestles with God.  I believe that “Israel” is actually a state of engagement, and if you consider yourself one of the community of Israel, you are challenged to stay engaged – with God, with the politics, with the people.  I know how difficult this can be.
I was adopted by an Israeli family who had been there since before the founding of the state of Israel.  They would tell me stories about their family’s experiences in Palestine, hiding Jewish soldiers from British troops.  I helped the son with his English, and the mother would tutor me in Hebrew.  Though she told more than once that she believes in peace, she would make me call a taxi when I would leave at night, because “you might get an Arab taxi driver, and it isn’t safe to drive with them at night.”  I disregarded her, because I actually felt safer with the extremely courteous Arab drivers.  
One evening, I came to the house, distraught.  I told the mother how that day, I went with a group of rabbinical students to a refugee camp within the borders of the municipality of Jerusalem.  It was like a decent into hell.  I saw whole neighborhoods without running water, electricity, or sewage.  I saw a child with a giant infection that completely disfigured his face.   And I saw newly demolished houses that were destroyed by Israeli bulldozers because the nearby settlement of Pisgat Zeev was growing, and coming too close to the refugee camp.  I stood on the remains of one of these homes, as the former owner of the house described how his entire extended family used to live there.  I told this Israeli mother what I had seen that day, and she said to me, “You didn’t see that.”  This is what it means to struggle with God.
As well we know from our deepest and most intimate relationships, we must be able to love someone in spite of their flaws and contradictions, and we must lovingly rebuke them when they stray from being the fullest person we know they potentially can be.  As American Jews, the arguments about Israel are personal – Israelis are family to us, and our destiny and our legacy to future generations are united.  

As much I insist that we as American Jews forge meaningful and positive relationships with Israel today, it is essential that this relationship be nuanced and critical.  The challenge we face is that the Israel in our prayer books does not match up with the Israel in the newspaper.  Contemporary Jews, unlike Jews of previous generations, have to contend with conflicts between Israel the spiritual ideal and Israel political reality.  I read an article recently by a noted Jewish American gay writer and activist named Jay Michaelson, who has written about the challenges of being both “a leftist and a Zionist.” The title of his latest piece is troubling – it’s called “How I’m Losing my Love for Israel.” In it, he writes that the Israel he loves is disappearing because of religious extremism, decline of socialist ideals that supported the kibbutzim, and widespread environmental abuse.  But, he says that the real reason his love of Israel is waning is because it seems it “has turned into a series of equivocations: [such as] “I do not support the expansion of settlements, but the Palestinians bear primary responsibility for the collapse of the peace process in 1999.” “The Israelis acted overzealously in Gaza, but they must be entitled to defend themselves against rocket attacks.” “Yes, the separation wall is odious, but it is also effective and necessary.” At some point, the complexity and ambiguity wears one out.”  Though most American Jews haven’t had the kind of in-depth encounters with Israel that Jay Michaelson, or I have, for the matter, many can relate to becoming alienated from the Israel that they were raised to love because of the Israel they read about in the newspapers today, articles that upset, confuse, and trouble us.  How do we explain Israel’s actions?  Is Israel justified in how it responds to threats, and in any case, how do we relate to Israel?  As American Jews, do we have any say?
It is critically important to me to be in an active, constructive relationship with the development and continuity of Israeli society, politics, and culture... My heart must stay connected to Israel.  Through the past several years I have been learning more and more the spiritual wisdom of living on the fault-line of paradox and contradiction.  One thing I became sure of: any relationship I could have with Israel would have to be honest and real.  That is really the only way I can stay engaged.  

Yehudah Halevi, a Jewish physician, poet and philosopher lived at the cusp of the 12th century immersed in the flourishing Jewish civilization of Muslim Spain.    There Halevi revived the language of Hebrew in the form of poetry, and he wrote one of most famous poems about our people’s connection to the land of Israel: 

My heart is in the East, and I am at the ends of the West;

How can I taste what I eat and how could it be pleasing to me? 

How shall I render my vows and my bonds, while yet

Zion lies beneath the fetter of Edom, and I am in the chains of Arabia?

It would be easy for me to leave all the bounty of Spain 

As it is precious for me to behold the dust of the desolate sanctuary.

It was outside of the land of Israel, in a place of relative abundance and spiritual and intellectual thriving that is known the Golden Age of Spain, that Halevi developed his identity as a Jew who yearned for Israel.  Yearning is composed of two complementary aspects -- a glimpse of perfection and an awareness of incompleteness.  We have lost the spirituality of yearning for the mythical land of Israel, the Israel of our prayers, because we know the reality of the modern State of Israel.  Yet I say we can still yearn:  we can yearn to be in the land at peace, yearn for a time when we can wield power in responsible, humane ways, yearn for a time when we will admit that we were wrong, that we have sinned.  An important exercise in relationship work is letting go of being right.  That’s where we can meet and begin a real conversation with Israel.
Gershon Baskin, an American-born Israeli Jew who is the Israeli founder and co-director of the Israel/Palestine Center for Research and Information (IPCRI) - a joint Israeli-Palestinian public policy think tank. Dr. Baskin initiated the founding of IPCRI in 1988 following ten years of work in the field of Jewish-Arab relations within Israel.  His analysis resonates profoundly with my own sentiments:  “The most significant and dangerous obstacle in our ability to reconcile peace with our neighbors is the continuation of the adherence to the archaic modes of our yearnings for Zion expressed by settling the hilltops surrounding Palestinian towns, villages and cities that turn the lives of the Palestinians into a daily hell.  This is not what Zionism was to suppose to be about. This is not the national liberation movement of the Jewish people that sought freedom and dignity, prophetic Jewish expression in daily life and safety and security for Jews all over.”  

Dr. Baskin’s ideas are not new or radical.  He is stating the basis for the general perspective that underlies the two-state solution – one nation for Israelis, and another nation for Palestinians that encompasses the territories of the West Bank and Gaza.  The two-state solution is one that is officially endorsed by the United States government, but not until the current administration was it actually being enforced.  

I guess what I’m saying it that we need to think about what our Zionism is – what that yearning for Israel is all about for you.  There are many definitions of Zionism out there – what is your definition?  For that matter, would you call it Zionism?  Whatever it is, it should reflect your orientation and your values as a Jew.  We need to return to a vision of Israel that reflects our hopes, our dreams, our prayers.  We need to get back to that struggle with God.  But how?
I believe that most American Jews want peace for Israel and Palestine.  In fact, study after study shows that an overwhelming majority of us favor a two-state solution.  So why is so hard to talk about it in our communities?  Why can’t we stop talking about which side is at fault for the violence and grieve together? Why can’t we share our hopes and prayers for Israel without devolving into political rhetoric?  Why can’t we work together to build an Israel we can believe in again and ensure that our voices that reach our elected representatives?
The problem is that until now, there hasn’t been an advocate for Israeli-Palestinian peace in Washington.  The main Israel advocacy group, AIPAC, is not so much concerned with peace as it is for Israel’s security.  And while Israel’s security deserves to be defended, it also needs to be checked.  I support Israel, but I do not believe that my support means handing Israel a blank check.  While AIPAC is only doing what any good PAC should do, I think it’s dangerous that the only PAC American Jews have to communicate to our elected representatives is one that de facto defends Israel at every turn because it has served to rule almost any kind of debate or criticism of Israel out of bounds in Congress, and also in our communities.  We need to have open and honest dialogue about Israel in our communities that includes dissent.  

There is now a new voice in Washington that gives Jews a different voice, and a new way to support Israel in a way that reflects our visions for peace.  That new voice is called J Street, and it is a new political advocacy group that will, God-willing, let those on Capitol Hill know that Jews believe in a peaceful co-existence between Israel, Palestine, and its neighbors.  I hope that it will break open a new conversation within our communities as well. 
JStreet does not offer explanations for why Israel is in the mess that it is in.  It does not point blame.  It does not try to re-define Zionism, other than to say, in the words of Jeremy Ben-Ami, J Street’s founder, “We are trying to redefine what it means to be pro-Israel.”  J Street is having a conference in Washington late this October which I plan to attend, and I hope many of you will as well.  I for one very much hope that with the start of JStreet, it will transform the landscape of American Judaism from one that has become alienated and shut-down with regard to Israel to one that is re-engaged in its spiritual, existential struggle.  The issues are complex and emotional, but this is not merely a political debate – as Jews, it is our spiritual center to which we are holding claim. 
My dear friend and colleague, Rabbi Shoshana Leis, writes that “Becoming a lover of Israel, an ohev Yisrael, requires nurturing, just like any other relationship…  it requires showing up and being present, engaging in acts of love, commitment, forgiveness and generosity.  It means instilling in ourselves and our children a yearning to yearn.  This will not happen from reading the paper, but from reading the texts of our tradition that speak of the land, reaching from one’s heart to the land and its people, eyes open to all realities.” 

I will close with excerpts of a creative “Al Chet” that Shoshana wrote last year:

Al heyt shechatanu lifanecha, some of us have forgotten you, o Jerusalem:

We forget you because it does not seem like you are part of our identity… 

Because you are far away

Because we disapprove of your behavior

Because we don’t know how to be connected

Because we think we don’t need to be connected

Because we take you for granted.

Al heyt shechatanu lifanecha, some of us have forgotten you, o Jerusalem:

We have forgotten you because we don’t visit you as much as we can

Because we don’t give you as much as we can

Because it doesn’t seem like our destinies Israelis and American Jews are ONE.  

We have forgotten you Israel

Because we didn’t get to know you well.

Because we were never taught how to love you and how to remember you

Because it’s too painful

Tonight, the Kol Nidre prayer beseeches us to be open... to be broken, to be in pain, to feel loss and sorrow, and have hope that we can renew our lives.  That opening is critical for repairing our connection to God, to our people, to ourselves, and to Israel.  Jerusalem, our spiritual center, our home, depends upon it.
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