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Tnu lashemesh lachador, miba'ad laprachim 

al tabitu le'achor, hanichu la'holchim 

S'u eina'yim betikva, lo derech kavanot 

shiru shir la'ahava, velo lamilchamot Al tagidu yom yavo, havi'u et hayom - ki lo chalom hu - uve'chol hakikarot, 

hari'u rak shalom 

Lachen rak shiru shir lashalom al tilhashu tfila 

lachen rak shiru shir lashalom bitze'aka gdola 

 

Allow the sun to penetrate through the flowers. Don't look back. Let go of those departed. Lift 

your eyes with hope, not through the rifles' sights. 

Sing a song for love and not for wars. Don't say the day will come. Bring on that  

day --because it is not a dream--and in all the city squares cheer only for peace! 

So just sing a song for peace. Don't whisper a prayer. Just sing a song for peace in a loud shout. 

 

These are the words of Shir LaShalom, a Song of Peace, written by Yaakov Rotblit in 1969. These 

are the words that were song at a Saturday night rally in early November almost twenty years ago 

by then Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. These are the last words he sang before he was 

assassinated. These are the words that remain drenched in blood - as Rabin walked off the stage in 

front of thousands of Israelis who believed that peace was possible, he folded up the words of this 

song, this prayer, this hope, and put it in his breast pocket. Moments later, a bullet had pierced his 

chest. The words of this song no longer were a dream of peace; stained red, they became an 

example of hate.  

 

When Rabin was assassinated by Yigal Amir, a 24-year-old Israeli, a Jew, who vehemently opposed  
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the signing of the Oslo Accords, a framework for future relations between Israelis and Palestinians, 

the first face-to-face agreement of the two governments, World Jewry was in a state of shock.  

 

It seemed we were so close to peace then - we could see it in the distance - a peace in which sirens 

didn’t go off multiple times a day and Israelis had to take cover; a peace in which children didn’t 

have playgrounds in bomb shelters; a peace in which walls didn’t need to be put up to separate 

peoples; a peace in which terrorists didn’t live and attack among innocent civilians, in which 

thousands of innocent men, women, and children weren’t stuck in the crosshairs; a peace in which 

the innocent weren’t automatically associated with the guilty; a peace in which two nations could 

live side-by-side. 

 

After this summer of war and heartache in Gaza, we wonder where to go from here. We wonder 

what now. Some call the summer a success, crippling Hamas and their rocket artillery. Some 

question what was accomplished, because this simply led to a ceasefire, the exact same point where 

we were at in the winter of 2012, giving Hamas an opportunity to reload.  

 

Others mourn the hundreds, if not thousands, of innocent civilians who died as Israel tried to 

defeat Hamas and can’t understand how we can feel any sense of accomplishment -- or relief -- 

when so many died. 

 

This summer left us scared. This summer left us exhausted. This summer left us weary. This 

summer left us disturbed, angry -- angry at others and angry at ourselves, this summer left some 

wondering if Palestinians want peace, others wondering truly if Israel and Israel’s leaders want 

peace, and left all of us questioning if peace is really possible.  

 

The New York Times published an article this week focusing on how hesitant rabbis are to speak 

about Israel in their sermons during these High Holy Days. I guess the Times never got around to  
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interviewing me  .  Israel used to be a unifying factor--whether we were secular or religious, 

whether we are unaffiliated or identify as Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, Reconstructionist, 

Israel and our commitment to Israel allowed us to put our differences aside in support of the 

Jewish State. Yet, according to the Times, Israel has “become contentious and sadly, [it has driven]  

 

people away from the organized Jewish community. Even trying to be centrist and balanced and 

present two sides of the issue, it is fraught with danger.” Some rabbis have opted to avoid talking 

about Israel altogether, seeing our homeland as the third rail of sermons -- no matter what we say, 

we are going to upset someone. 

 

But if we refuse to talk about Israel, if we refuse to celebrate its beauty, and at times question its 

actions, then we risk making Israel obsolete. Some already worry that the millennial generation has 

become apathetic towards Israel. We avoid talking about Israel because we worry about being too 

liberal for those on the right, or too hawkish for those on the left. We worry about speaking about 

something so divisive. Yet, everything in our faith, tradition, and religion is about differing 

opinions.  

 

We fail, when we refuse to share those opinions, when we refuse to talk or to engage, out of fear of 

disagreement.  

 

Our rabbinic literature is filled with disagreement. Without disagreement there would be no 

Talmud, or the many layers of commentary that follow. Without disagreement, debate, and 

discussion, Judaism would not be a living, evolving, religion or community. The most well-known 

example of disagreement in rabbinic literature is the disagreement between the two schools of 

thought, the School and Rabbi Hillel and the School of Rabbi Shammai. Although halakha, Jewish 

law, almost always sides with Hillel, we acknowledge the perspective of Shammai, we record the 

engagement between the two.  
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At one point in the Talmud, Tractate Eruvin 13b, there is a debate between the two. The 

commentator Rashi even suggests that the two were on the edge of physical conflict. Then, a bat 

kol, a Heavenly Divine voice, calls out, declaring: Elu v’elu divrei Elohim Chayim, these words and 

these words--  

 

each opinion--are words of the living God. Even if we side with one perspective over another, we 

acknowledge the legitimacy, of other points of view. We do not yell and scream when someone 

says something we disagree with. We engage in debate and discussion. But we listen.  

  

Most of all, we acknowledge the importance in disagreement. So, we must talk about Israel even if 

we disagree about Israel. I know we don’t all agree on our view points about Jewish law, about our 

personal theologies and views of God, about the need for ritual and organized religion. We have no 

problem disagreeing about these areas. Why should Israel be any different? 

 

Some say that if we publicly question Israel’s actions or disagree with a military or governmental 

decision than we are only strengthening the case of anti-Zionists; that those who seek to destroy 

the state of Israel use our words against us; that we can privately say one thing, but publicly must 

say another. But especially during these High Holy Days, we must be our authentic selves, and 

share our authentic views. We cannot silence ourselves, we cannot silence each other, just because 

we may offer an opinion that is critical. Because if we silence each other when it comes to Israel, 

then we give up on Israel. If we don’t talk about Israel, we give up on peace. 

 

As a rabbi, as a Jews, as a person, I am a Zionist. I support Israel and believe in Israel’s right to 

exist. But being a Zionist does not mean always supporting Israel no matter what, at all costs. Being 

a Zionist means being lovingly critical. It’s only when we truly love someone, do we tell them what 

is on our minds - spouses and partners, parents and children, best friends. For those who we don’t 

love and don’t care about, we just smile and nod and avoid saying anything controversial. But for  
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Israel, Israel my love, Israel my home, it is okay to disagree. It is okay to criticize. Not only are we 

allowed, but as Zionist, at times, we must. 

 

Twenty years after Rabin sung the words of Shir LaShalom, I am still a dove. I believe peace is 

possible. I believe peace is necessary. And I believe that Palestinian leadership and Israeli leadership 

have done much to hurt our chances of peace, have built too many hurdles to peace.  

 

I believe that we must celebrate that Israel, a state surrounded by countries and governments that 

call for her destruction, remains a vibrant multicultural liberal democracy in the Middle East. We 

must also challenge Israel to live up to what we expect her to be, what we pray she will be. To be a 

Jewish state does not mean that Jewish law, halakha, rules the land. And it does not necessarily 

mean that the vast majority of citizens are Jews. It does not simply mean that the Magen David, the 

Jewish star, is the symbol of the nation, front and center on the Israeli flag. Israel is a Jewish state 

because she strives to live up to the middot, the ethics and values of our tradition. 

 

That means we have the right to defend ourselves against our enemies, but that also means that 

every loss, every innocent civilian that dies in Israel’s fight for survival, is a loss that we must 

mourn.  

 

That means that just as we question the Palestinian leadership’s commitment to peace following the 

actions of Hamas, we must challenge and question the Israeli government’s decision to continue to 

build and expand settlements in the West Bank and wonder what it means to their commitment to 

peace. That means that we must do all that we can to protect the lives of Israeli citizens, be it 

through expanded use of the Iron Dome, through Red Alert Sirens, or through, as a worst-case 

scenario - war, but it also means that we value all life equally. If Israel as a Jewish state is to 

continue to live up to her name, then Israel must go out of her way to keep all safe, both her 

citizens - our brothers and sisters - who live under the constant threat of terror, and her neighbors -  
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also our brothers and sisters - who also live under the same terrorist threat. Because loss is loss and 

bloodshed is bloodshed. Families mourn. Bodies are buried.  

 

We heard of such bloodshed over the summer, and it makes us think that peace is impossible. 

However, that means we must work harder to pursue it. We must be Aaron’s disciples, as we learn 

in Pirkei Avot, to Ohev Shalom, v’Rodef Shalom, to not only love peace, but pursue it. To make hard 

choices, to be lovingly critical of Israel at times, but most importantly, to never stop talking about  

 

Israel. When we stop talking about Israel, even when we are disagreeing about Israel, we give up on 

peace.  

 

Shimon Peres, one of the architects of the Oslo Accords and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, just 

finished serving his seven-year term as President of the State of Israel. At 91 years old, he has truly 

done it all: served as Minister of Transportation, Minister of Finance, Minister of Defense, Minister 

of Foreign Affairs, President, and even Prime Minister of Israel. He launched an online video that 

went viral this week that showed Peres back on the job market, searching for what he would do 

next. It ended with a profound quote: “You are as great as the cause that you serve, and as young as 

your dreams.” The video was for what Peres will be spending his time on now, running the Peres 

Center for Peace, because as he says, there is no greater cause. For he still believes that peace is 

possible, that peace is necessary, that pursuing peace is our greatest obligation, and so we must 

believe the same.  

 

During the Hebrew month of Elul and through these Days of Awe that follow in Tishrei, we have 

read daily the words of Psalm 27, reminding us to Kavei El Adonai, to Hope in God. For hope is our 

greatest gift. Hope, HaTikvah, allowed us to never stop believing that Israel would become a 

reality. May Hope also allow us to believe, even in the darkest of moments, that peace is possible. 
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So, let us talk about Israel – even if we disagree – and hope that the more we talk about Israel, the 

more our words will turn into song, and we will one day again sing and believe these words: 

 

Lachen rak shiru shir lashalom al tilhashu tfila 

lachen rak shiru shir lashalom bitze'aka gdola 

So just sing a song for peace. Don't whisper a prayer. Just sing a song for peace in a loud shout. 

 

A prayer for peace isn’t supposed to be whispered. A prayer for peace must be shouted out loud at 

the top of our lungs. At this moment in history, and at this time of the year, may we all pray for  

 

peace, peace within ourselves, peace with God, peace within our homes, peace within our 

community and among our neighbors, world peace, and especially peace in Israel. Let us not only 

pray for peace; let us sing in a loud shout. Shana Tova. 


