
Rosh Hashanah 2017, “The Gap”   

By Rabbi Bill Berk 

Rabbi Chernow has again this year given me the honor of speaking about Israel.  I chose 

this year to discuss what many people say is the growing gap between Jews in the 

United States and Jews in Israel.  This gap made headlines in the Jewish press this year 

due to the decision of the current Israeli government to put on hold plans to build a 

respectable area at the Kotel/Western Wall for liberal Jews to pray and do ceremonies 

that are egalitarian, with men and women being able to stand together, instead of 

separately as in Orthodox synagogues. 

Rosh Hashanah is a good time to talk about the state of unity or dis-unity that we find in 

the Jewish people.  It’s a good time because the High Holidays are traditionally a time 

when the whole Jewish world comes together.  It’s a good time because we celebrate a 

great “one-ness” during these Days of Awe.  It’s a good time because on these days we 

stand together as a whole community, a whole people, to re-commit to our brit, our 

covenantal partnership with God. 

Let me begin first with the question—is it really true?  Is there really a growing gap 

between us?  Ethan Bronner, a senior editor of Bloomberg News and a former writer 

and editor at the New York Times, argues that there really isn’t a growing gap between 

us.  He notes that so many more American Jews have gone to Israel—40% to be exact—

that unlike 30 or 40 years ago, American Jews have connections and experience there.  

He also says that people here are exposed to Israeli culture, films, music, high tech, and 

have a lot of direct connections with Israelis.  Bronner also argues that although a lot of 

liberal Jews are less supportive of Israel than Orthodox Jews, overall American support 

for Israel has been unwavering for five decades, consistently four or five times stronger 

than pro-Palestinian sentiment in America. 

Bronner has some good points.  I remember when I first came to Temple Chai in 1983 

very few of the congregants had been to Israel.  After one of my trips I showed a slide 

show of my trip and people were wowed.  It wouldn’t happen today.  Five minutes on 

the internet would give you access to extraordinary views, videos, interviews, culture, 

opinion, anything you’d want to see.  People know more, they interact, they find 

relatives and friends, they make connections.  However, despite all this, I think there is a 

growing gap between us, especially among the leaders and the shapers of thought. 

It makes sense that our communities and our outlook would be very different.  My 

friend Yossi Klein Halevi is one of Israel’s most insightful analysts.  He points out that 

geography alone explains a lot.  We Israelis live in the most dangerous neighborhood in 



the world.  American Jews live in the most hospitable environment that Jews have ever 

lived in.  Israelis have to be tough.  We’ve got neighbors that we’re pretty sure would 

like to kill us.  American Jews have to be flexible.  Get to know the neighbors—it’s 

unlikely that any of them want to kill you.  My teacher David Hartman used to point out 

that American Jews don’t have to deal with Jews whose politics and religious identity 

are troublesome or disturbing.  American Jews for the most part exist in self-selecting, 

largely homogeneous communities, comfortably insulated from Jews that irritate them.  

But in Israel we have to figure out how to live with Jews that are really really different – 

one from the other.  We have Jews from 103 countries speaking 82 languages and we all 

have to live together, and even more challenging, govern together.   Yossi Klein Halevi 

puts it like this, “[Political] parties that detest each other’s ideologies, and often see 

each other as deeply threatening to Israel’s well-being, have no choice but to sit at the 

same table to function as a sovereign nation.” 

Today there are two reasons American Jews, especially liberal Jews, are alienated from 

Israel.  The first reason is the Israeli establishment treating liberal Jews and liberal 

Judaism with contempt.  Hardly a week goes by without some insult thrown our way.  

Two weeks ago a former chief rabbi said that being a Reform Jew is worse than being a 

Holocaust denier.  To put it simply—we can’t understand why Israelis allow the 

Orthodox to dominate,  and we can’t understand the lack of freedom for non-Orthodox 

Jews.      

The second reason American Jews are not swooning over Israel is the Israeli 

government’s failures to find a way to make peace with Palestinians.  Where’s the 

effort?  Where’s the creativity?  Where’s the willingness to take risks for peace?  

Where’s the courage to confront those settlers who are out of control?  Especially on 

college campuses but increasingly in other sectors of American life, people are asking 

these questions.  To put it in plain language—we can’t understand why Israel isn’t more 

careful and sensitive to the plight of Palestinians. 

On the Israeli side there is one reason for alienation.  When Israelis look at American 

Jews they wonder how in the world this once magnificent community is going to 

survive.  They see a Judaism here that for the most part is shallow.  We see a Judaism 

that’s all about personal choice, with little demanded and little call to sacrifice much of 

anything.  We see astounding assimilation.  My sister has three kids, all thank God 

successful, healthy, and happy.  These three kids have not one drop of Judaism in their 

lives.  Israelis look at this phenomenon and wonder how much longer the American 

Jewish community will be around.   



So for Israeli Jews--we can’t understand how American Jews can tolerate the powerful 

waves of assimilation rolling over them.  We can’t understand how most American Jews 

can call their thin Judaism real Judaism—there’s just not enough texture in most 

American Jewish lives to allow for the next generation to fully grasp what it is to be 

Jewish.  We can’t understand why so many American Jews think of their Judaism as a 

religion and don’t seem to get that it’s so much more than a religion.   

There you have it.  Recipe for distance, recipe for divorce.  I hope you caught that I kept 

using the word “we”—we Israelis, but also we American Jews.  As you can imagine, I’m 

stuck in the middle.  I get both sides.  I could defend both sides very well and I could 

shoot holes in the arguments of each side.   I’m going to spare you this.   Instead I want 

to offer a few suggestions that might help the situation.   

If American Jews want to really “get” Judaism and if they want their Israeli cousins to 

get them, then they need to connect in a deeper way to being Jewish.  I think the two 

easiest ways would be to struggle to create and develop a serious Shabbat practice and 

to connect more deeply with Israel.  Judaism without Shabbat is hard to imagine.  

Judaism without Israel—not as interesting.  I know that many of you can’t relate to this 

solution.  So I have an alternative.  The Talmud tells us that if you just take one mitzvah 

seriously, really seriously, learn it, teach it, model it, deepen it, live it—you’ll have your 

fair full share of redemption and healing and beauty and the world to come.  Maybe it’s 

tzedakah, maybe it’s visiting the sick, maybe its caring for widows, maybe its hanging 

out with the most defenseless elements in society, maybe it s clothing the naked, 

housing the homeless, whatever it is—live it deeply.   Live your midrash, live your take 

on Judaism that you get from going deep with this one mitzvah. 

For Israeli Jews I suggest a serious effort to copy the Birthright program to send young 

Israeli leaders, young people with potential to become thought leaders, critics, 

journalists, political leaders, military leaders, academic leaders—send these young 

people to America.  Give these young people a chance to learn about American Judaism.  

Give them a chance to have their stereotypes blown away by getting to know liberal 

Jews who care and who in their own way are serious carriers of our tradition.  

Choreograph for them experiences that will help them understand and respect liberal 

Judaism, so that when the time comes for them to take their place in positions of 

leadership in Israel they will see and hear and judge and decide with a wider lens, with a 

bigger picture, and with a heart touched by the kind of holiness that American Jews live 

and love.  And American Jews, along the way, would have the chance to hear from these 

young people about an Israel that is not as problematic as we might think. 



One more crucial suggestion.  We have to stop stereotyping each other.  I’ve talked with 

many liberal American Jews who can’t stand the ultra-Orthodox, Haredi population in 

Israel and resent their over-sized influence and power, and consider them a bunch of 

parasites.  They say—they don’t work, they don’t pay taxes, they don’t serve in the 

army.   I want to share a story about ultra-Orthodox Jews that I know.  It’s a family of 

seven children.  These seven children were raised Haredi in Haredi neighborhoods.  I 

was invited to a party the night before the youngest son went into the army, which is a 

custom in Israel.  All of his siblings showed up.  The oldest son, dressed in blue jeans and 

tee shirt, and CEO of a very successful high tech company, offered a toast.  “You are the 

first one in our family to go into the army.  We are so proud of you.  It’s about time 

someone from our family help defend the Jewish people.”  And the other siblings 

applauded and celebrated, including the youngest daughter who is getting her Master’s 

Degree at Hebrew University, including the brother who works as a computer 

programmer, including the two black hat brothers who study full time in yeshiva.  

There’s no freeloaders in this family.  These kids are mostly still ultra-Orthodox and they 

work and go to college, and now go into the army and pay taxes and are fine upstanding 

citizens.  So let’s be careful how we think and talk.  Israelis also have to be careful how 

they think and talk, as they are not immune from branding American Jews in ways that 

distort the truth. 

On Rosh Hashanah we turn to the new year with hope in our hearts.  We hope the new 

year brings us the blessings of health and strength.  We pray that among these blessings 

will be the bridging of the gap between us.  We can take comfort from the fact that this 

is not the first time in history different Jewish communities in different parts of the 

world had a problem understanding each other.   There was huge tension between 

Babylonian Jews and Israeli Jews in the centuries after the Destruction of the Temple.  

Perhaps we can find ways to at least share with each other our visions and our dreams.  

Afterall, an  American Judaism that is about caring and healing and spiritual creativity  

and fending for the underdog coupled with an Israeli Judaism that is about strength and 

solidarity and independence, and drawing on our tradition and our history to create new 

Torah,  such a Judaism can still model something big for the world.   

  


