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I	want	to	talk	about	my	atonement,	my	teshuva	in	regard	to	Israel/Palestine.	But	to	
talk	about	my	teshuva,	I	need	to	talk	about	my	story.	It’s	my	story	and	maybe	not	
yours.	It	is	also	my	perspective	and	maybe	not	yours.	A	teshuva	on	Israel/Palestine	
on	a	Yom	Kippur	afternoon	is	not	comfortable,	but	I	will	endeavor	to	end	on	a	note	
of	healing.	After	all,	teshuva	is	not	an	end	in	itself	—	what	is	essential	about	teshuva	
is	that	its	purpose	is	to	heal	and	to	repair	that	which	is	broken.		
	
	I	turned	sixteen	two	weeks	after	the	Six	Day	War	in	1967.	In	the	Zionist	family	in	
which	I	grew	up,	my	siblings	and	I	were	expected	to	go	to	Israel	the	summer	after	
your	16th	birthday.	That	is	why,	as	the	coincidence	of	my	birth	date	would	have	it,	
that	I	found	myself	in	Jerusalem	about	five	weeks	after	the	war	was	over.		
		
Before	the	Wailing	Wall	
I	grew	up	with	people	who	reminisced	about	seeing	the	Wailing	Wall	or	Kotel	before	
1948	before	Jews	were	prohibited	there	by	the	Jordanian	regime.	I	remembered	the	
photos	and	paintings	of	the	Wall	in	my	synagogue	and	Hebrew	School.	So	as	the	
tourist	bus	crossed	what	had	been	no-man’s-land	into	East	Jerusalem,	I	knew	
exactly	what	to	expect.	I	knew	that	the	Kotel	faced	a	line	of	small	buildings	across	a	
narrow	street.	There	couldn’t	have	been	more	than	20	feet	separating	the	wall	from	
its	neighboring	buildings.	Go	ahead	and	Google	“Wailing	Wall	before	1948,”	you’ll	
see.	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_Wall#/media/File:Wailing_Wall_by_Gu
stav_Bauernfeind.png	
	
		
So	we	get	off	the	bus	and	we	walk	in	and	it	doesn’t	look	anything	like	I	expected.	The	
Wall	itself	looks	like	the	old	pictures,	but	nothing	else	does.	I	see	that	the	Kotel	no	
longer	follows	a	narrow	street,	but	now	faces	a	large	open	area.	I	ask	the	tour	guide,	
“Didn’t	there	used	to	be	houses	here?	Did	the	Jordanians	clear	them	away?”	“No,”	he	
tells	me,	“We	just	did	it.”	So	then	as	a	16-year-old	I	ask	the	guide	an	age-appropriate	
question:	“What	about	the	people	who	lived	there?”	He	looked	at	me	as	if	I	were	
stupid	and	said,	“What	does	that	matter?”	
	
It	seemed	to	me	that	it	did	matter.	And	so	what	I	thought	would	be	a	miraculous	
time	of	seeing	this	last	remnant	of	the	great	Temple,	turned	into	a	sour	moment	of	
confusion.	It	was	my	second	day	ever	in	Israel/Palestine.	I	was	there	for	several	
weeks	during	which	people	often	talked	about	how	the	territories	were	a	great	
bargaining	chip	for	a	peace	agreement	and	that	this	was	likely	to	happen	soon.	
	



That	was	52	years	ago.	I’ve	been	back	several	times	since	then,	and	my	stomach	
churns	a	bit	when	I	see	that	open	area	facing	the	Wall.		
	
In	2011	I	was	back	at	the	same	spot	with	a	group	of	Bay	Area	rabbis.	I	was	invited	to	
get	up	close	to	the	Wall	and	place	a	personal	prayer	there.	I	said	no	and	I	told	my	
story	and	explained	that	the	Kotel	has	lost	its	sacredness	to	me.	Then,	a	few	days	
later,	we	came	up	to	the	large	barrier	wall	which	blocks	the	road	from	Jerusalem	to	
Bethlehem.	There	I	got	off	the	bus	with	a	piece	of	paper	in	my	hand	and	walked	to	a	
small	gap	between	segments	of	the	wall	and	there	I	squeezed	in	my	prayer.	I	would	
tell	you	what	I	wrote,	but	if	I	did,	maybe	my	prayer	wouldn’t	come	true,	and	then	
that	wall	would	stand	forever.	[Yeah,	and	that’s	why	I	can’t	tell	you.]	
	
Across	the	Barrier	Wall	
Two	years	ago,	I	crossed	to	the	other	side	of	that	barrier	wall	on	that	same	road	
when	I	went	there	with	the	Center	for	Jewish	NonViolence	to	support	Palestinian	
villagers.	It	is	part	of	my	atonement.	I	have	seen	how	the	ever-deepening	Israeli	
occupation	of	the	West	Bank	constantly	messes	with	lives	of	Palestinians,	and	I	
mean	everyday	non-violent	Palestinians	just	trying	to	live	their	lives.	In	the	south	
Hebron	Hills	I	saw	illegal	Israeli	settlement	outposts	—	illegal	even	by	Israeli	law	—	
and	I	saw	how	settlements	in	a	desert	area	receive	enough	electricity	to	power	their	
air	conditioners	and	enough	water	to	keep	their	lawns	green.	Meanwhile	the	legal	
Palestinian	villages	right	next	to	them	get	little	or	no	water	through	the	water	
system	and	live	in	fear	that	their	solar	panels	will	be	destroyed	or	confiscated.	I	have	
seen	the	ruins	of	buildings	bulldozed	because	they	were	built	after	years	of	waiting	
for	a	building	permit	that	would	never	come.	
	
I	do	understand	that	Israelis	have	real	fears	of	violence.	The	Israeli	regimes	have	
blamed	the	Palestinian	leadership	exclusively	for	the	failure	of	reaching	a	
resolution.	I	don’t	agree,	but	even	if	that	were	true,	it	in	no	way	explains	or	excuses	
the	continuous	building	of	settlements,	nor	does	it	excuse	depriving	people	under	
occupation	of	necessary	resources.	There	is	no	security	basis	to	extend	Israeli	
society	into	the	West	Bank,	an	area	that	is	internationally	recognized	as	the	land	
that	ultimately	must	be	some	part	of	a	Palestinian	state.		
	
I	can	see	that	every	measure	is	taken	to	make	Israeli	settlers	as	safe	and	as	
comfortable	as	possible	to	live	in	the	occupied	territory,	while	life	for	the	
Palestinians	becomes	harsher	with	arbitrary	nighttime	house	invasions	by	Israeli	
military,	not	because	anyone	in	the	house	has	done	something	wrong,	but	simply	to	
create	a	sense	of	intimidation	and	dependency.	And	we	know	this	because	Israeli	
soldiers	have	told	us	so.	
	



Zionism	and	Trauma	
And	all	of	this	drives	me	batty.	I	can	see	the	trauma	that	three	generations	of	
Palestinians	have	suffered	under	occupation.	But	I	also	know	the	long-term	anti-
Jewish	trauma	and	genocide	that	gave	rise	to	the	State	of	Israel	after	hundreds	of	
years	of	oppression	in	Christian	Europe.	Zionism	was	also	the	outcome	of	a	broken	
promise	of	Jewish	emancipation	by	the	movement	of	19th	Century	enlightenment.	
The	failure	of	that	promise	culminated	in	the	most	egregious	antisemitic	fascism	
that	arose	in	the	most	liberal	country	for	Jews	at	that	time	—	Germany.	That	
betrayal	which	began	well	before	the	holocaust	is	what	made	political	Zionism	
possible.		
	
But	true	to	the	international	political	process	of	that	time,	the	settling	of	Palestine	
by	Jews	followed	a	model	similar	to	European	settler	colonialism	—	but	with	a	
significant	difference:	most	of	the	Jews	settling	in	Palestine	had	no	sense	that	they	
were	doing	so	in	order	to	give	a	European	mother	country	a	foothold	in	the	land.	
Most	of	the	immigrants	were	essentially	doing	this	to	create	a	refuge	because	
antisemitism	in	Europe	and	America	persisted	and	Jewish	exclusion	from	such	
places	as	the	United	States	worsened	especially	after	the	US	immgration	act	of	1924	
which	disproportionately	affected	Jews	seeking	to	immigrate	or	to	receive	asylum.		
	
If	it	weren’t	for	antisemitism,	no	movement	for	a	national	Jewish	refuge	would	ever	
have	gotten	off	the	ground.	
	
Even	non-Zionists	like	Isaac	Deutscher	conceded	that	a	refuge	had	been	necessary.	
Martin	Buber,	Rabbi	Judah	Magnes	and	Henrietta	Szold	supported	the	idea	of	a	
refuge	but	they	did	not	frame	their	Zionism	necessarily	as	an	effort	to	establish	a	
Jewish	state	and	they	insisted	that	any	refuge	for	Jews	must	not	damage	the	rights	of	
Palestine’s	native	peoples	nor	their	aspirations	for	freedom.	
	
That	however	was	not	the	dominant	mode	of		Zionism	by	the	Jewish	political	
leadership	in	Palestine	at	that	time.		
	
So,	I	grew	up	understanding	how	antisemitism	brought	about	the	creation	of	Israel.	
But	I	was	not	taught	and	did	not	know	about	the	disenfranchisement	and	
expropriation	that	was	employed	in	its	creation	in	1948.	I	was	taught	that	when	
Arabs	fled	the	area,	it	was	only	because	their	leaders	told	them	to	move	aside	until	
the	Jews	could	be	driven	into	the	sea.	It	was	only	much	later	that	I	learned	of	the	
massacre	of	Palestinian	civilians	at	Deir	Yassin	and	the	killings	and	forced	
evacuation	at	Lydda.	
	
You	know,	European	migration	to	the	Americas	may	have	been	inevitable.	Jewish	
migration	to	Palestine	may	also	have	been	inevitable.	In	neither	case	can	the	clock	be	



wound	backward.	But	that	does	not	excuse	us	from	facing	up	to	the	damage	that	has	
resulted	and	persists.	
	
Admitting		the	Damage	
On	Rosh	Hashanah,	Rev.	Mike	McBride	spoke	to	us	about	atonement	in	regard	to	
reparations	for	the	damages	of	white	supremacy.	Like	him,	I	am	not	here	today	to	
spell	out	details	about	how	to	structure	the	necessary	repair	of	the	historical	
damage	in	Israel/Palestine.		
	
But	also	like	him	I	must	affirm	that	no	atonement	and	no	repair	is	possible	unless	we	
can	at	least	see	the	damage	and	not	deny	that	it	is	in	fact	damage.	We	should	not	
deny	that	we	know	that	suffering	is	happening.	
	
I	remember	my	mother	reacting	to	a	TV	interview	with	a	woman	who	had	lived	in	
Germany	during	the	holocaust.	As	she	spoke	—	claiming	that	she	had	been	unaware	
that	anything	bad	was	happening	to	the	Jews	during	the	war	—	my	mother	blurted	
out:	“Zich	gemacht	nisht	visindik,”	“They	render	themselves	as	if	they	were	
unknowing.”	So	much	better	in	the	Yiddish:	“Zich	gemacht	nisht	visindik”	But	we	
must	never	pretend	that	we	just	don’t	know.		
	
My	pain	is	that	so	many	in	the	institutional	Jewish	community	make	themselves	
nisht	visindik	—	as	if	unknowing	—	and	they	would	prefer	that	we	not	see	and	that	
we	not	talk	about	what	we	do	see.	And	I	also	have	pain	when	those	Jews	who	do	
speak	of	the	damage	are	regarded	as	enemies	or	kooks	or	self-hating	Jews	when	
they	are	merely	acting	out	of	the	values	of	concern	for	the	oppressed	that	they	
absorbed	growing	up	in	the	Jewish	community.	Rabbis	have	lost	jobs	for	saying	far	
less	than	I	have	said	here	today.	Many	of	the	dissenters	are	young	Jews	whose	
wisdom	and	intelligence	would	have	made	them	the	likely	institutional	leaders	of	
the	Jewish	community	in	the	decades	ahead.	Instead,	they	are	looking	elsewhere	for	
their	professional	engagements.		
	
Responsibility,	Guilt,	Complacency,	Complicity	
Reverend	Mike	quoted	Rabbi	Heschel	last	week:	“Few	are	guilty,	but	all	are	
responsible.”	If	this	is	so,	and	we	do	know	what	is	happening,	then	we	must	accept	
responsibility	even	if	we	are	not	guilty.		
	
But	the	Talmud	goes	a	bit	further	than	Heschel.	It	teaches	that	when	we	see	that	a	
harm	has	been	done	we	must	protest	because	if	we	do	not,	then	our	complacency	
becomes	complicity:	In	Talmud	Tractate	Shabbat	it	says	
“Anyone who can protest the harmful actions of their household and does not, becomes 
accountable together with their household. [The same in regard to the deeds] of their 
townspeople, one becomes accountable together with their townspeople. [The same] for 



[what] the whole world [is doing], one becomes accountable together with all of the 
world.” [Tractate Shabbat 54A - my translation]	

 לכב ,וריע ישנא לע ספתנ - וריע ישנאב ,ותיב ישנא לע ספתנ - החימ אלו ותיב ישנאל תוחמל רשפאש ימ לכ
	 .ולוכ םלועה לכ לע ספתנ - ולוכ םלועה

 
Well,	the	thing	about	Kehilla	is	that	we	are	willing	to	look	and	we	are	willing	to	
know.		
	
Kehilla’s	Acknowledgment	and	Protest	
In	2015,	we	surveyed	the	congregation	for	people’s	attitudes	about	Israel/Palestine.	
Many	many	people	not	only	answered	check-box	questions	but	they	wrote	an	
explanation	of	their	views.	It	took	me	several	days	to	read	all	the	comments.	
Reading	them,	I	could	see	that	we	are	diverse	in	some	ways	and	united	in	others.	
People	in	Kehilla	identify	as	Zionist,	Anti-Zionist,	Non-Zionist	and	as	I-don’t-what-
to-call-myself.	Some	favored	a	two-state	solution,	some	favored	a	one-state	solution.	
Some	favored	a	boycott	approach	to	opposing	Israeli	policies	and	others	were	not	in	
favor.	Yet	for	all	these	differences,	Kehilla	people	were	pretty	consistent	in	their	
concern	for	the	well-being	of	both	Israeli	Jews	and	Palestinians	and	they	were	
united	in	their	support	of	equal	rights	and	dignity	for	all	the	people	of	
Israel/Palestine.	There	was	near	unanimity	that	the	building	of	Jewish-only	
settlements	in	the	occupied	territory	defeated	the	interests	of	peace	and	justice.	Out	
of	the	results	of	that	survey,	we	developed	a	draft	statement	on	our	values	on	
Israel/Palestine.	Our	first	open	discussion	to	consider	and	critique	the	draft	of	the	
Statement	was	held	at	the	Yom	Kippur	afternoon	break	in	2015.	In	2016,	after	more	
open	discussions	and	several	more	drafts,	we	surveyed	the	congregation	to	approve	
the	wording	and	the	Board	of	Trustees	voted	to	accept	the	final	draft	especially	in	
light	of	the	overwhelming	approval.		
	
That	statement	is	a	testament	that	we	do	know	and	we	do	see	the	damage	and	that	
we	as	a	community	seek	healing	for	this	damage	and	for	a	repair	of	what	has	been	
broken.	Healing	and	repair	-	this	is	the	purpose	of	atonement.		
	
But	in	another	sense,	that	statement	of	values	is	also	our	prophetic	protest,	our	
resistance	to	complacency.	I	believe	that	it	is	a	statement	that	each	of	us	need	to	
read	periodically.	Copies	are	available	in	the	lobby	and	you	can	find	it	on	the	Kehilla	
website.	https://kehillasynagogue.org/kehilla-statement-of-values-on-
israelpalestine/	
https://kehillasynagogue.org/how-was-the-values-statement-developed/	
	
My	Atonement	
As	part	of	my	personal	atonement	and	protest,	I	went	to	the	West	Bank	with	the	
Center	for	Jewish	Non-Violence	in	2017	on	the	50th	anniversary	of	my	first	trip	



there.	I	will	be	going	back	with	the	CJNV	this	December.	While	I	was	there	two	years	
ago,	I	worked	with	Palestinians	and	with	120	Jews	from	around	the	world.	Among	
the	Jews,	there	were	people	from	J	Street,	from	Jewish	Voice	for	Peace	from	
IfNotNow	and	many	others.	Some	of	us	identified	as	Zionist	and	some	of	us	did	not.	
But	we	could	not	allow	our	labels	to	divide	us.	What	united	us	was	our	willingness	
to	see	that	the	occupation	was	causing	serious	damage	and	that	the	values	of	the	
prophets	that	we	osmosed	as	Jews	required	us	to	not	look	away,	to	not	stand	idly	by,	
but	to	serve	as	allies	as	best	as	we	are	able	in	the	effort	to	advance	healing	in	the	
land	of	Israel,	the	land	of	Palestine.	
	
Action	and	the	Need	to	Choose	
I	want	to	close	by	expressing	that	there	are	so	many	issues	that	face	us,	so	many	
damages	and	traumas	that	need	healing.	As	a	community	we	are	working	on	white	
supremacy,	on	the	oppression	of	immigrants,	on	the	deterioration	of	the	natural	
environment	—	to	name	just	a	few.	Not	one	of	us	can	expect	to	fully	participate	in	all	
the	work	of	tikkun	olam	that	needs	to	be	done.	Amy	Shutkin	and	I	put	out	a	Social	
Action	email	every	two	weeks,	and	nobody	could	possibly	engage	with	everything	
on	the	Social	Action	calendar.	Doing	too	much	as	one	individual	will	only	burn	you	
out	—	and	everyone	is	needed	for	the	long	haul.	The	issue	is	not	whether	you	are	
doing	everything,	but	whether	you	are	willing	to	not	turn	away	and	to	not	make	
yourself	unknowing.	And	then	it	is	upon	each	of	us	to	choose	where	to	commit	
energy	commensurate	with	one’s	interests	and	abilities.	
	
These	last	hours	of	Yom	Kippur	invite	you	to	consider	how	you	can	focus	your	
energies	this	year	to	advance	healing	in	this	world.	The	doors	to	teshuva	and	to	
healing	are	always	open.	Step	through	them	and	be	part	of	the	process.	
	
May	we	all	be	written	and	sealed	in	the	book	of	life.		
 

 


