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When Sgt. Gilad Shalit was abducted and held as a 
hostage by Hamas in 2006, I openly wept for him – 
from the bimah. All you had to do was look at the 
pictures of Gilad that were distributed to know 
that he was sweet, innocent, and despite the 
weapon that he carried, that he was a defenseless 
and guileless boy. He was 20 years old then, a year 
younger than my son Zach, and that is probably 
part of the reason why I wept: I imagined Zach in 
captivity… and our anguish. 

On my next trip to Israel, with Zach accompanying 
me, we spent one night in one of the scenic 
guesthouses that Gilad Shalit’s parents, Aviva and 
Noam, operate on their property. We went there 
deliberately to symbolically offer our support.  

In the morning, when Aviva brought us breakfast, I 
gave her a little gift – and also one for Gilad-- as I 
put it, “for Gilad…for his room… For when he comes 
home.” And Aviva Shalit responded “ Todah. Machar 
yihyeh matayim yamim-- thank you. Tomorrow will be 
200 days”  
And I stood before her, and wept again-- this time 
imagining her anguish, and also feeling guilty and 
inadequate because I was standing there with my 
boy at my side, and hers was…….?. 

Pause – strong 

It turned out that 200 days was nothing; it would 
take more than five years before Gilad would be 
released. And he would be released in exchange 
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for 1,027 Palestinian prisoners, including some 
convicted of multiple murders and of carrying out 
attacks against Israeli civilians. These terrorists 
were collectively responsible for 569 Israeli 
deaths.                      Pause 

Gilad was not released alone; the bodies of Ehud 
Goldwasser and Eldad Regev, who were 
captured/killed by Hezbollah along the Lebanese 
border were also returned as part of the deal. 

Was the price a high one? Undoubtedly. 

Was it too high a price for Israel to pay? That 
matter is still debated by Israeli politicians, the 
military, and ordinary citizens. 

I never asked, but I do wonder if Gilad and his 
family, along with their relief and joy, don’t also 
exeprience a measure of guilt and embarrassment 
for the price that was paid for Gilad’s freedom. 
And Gilad is still paying a price: it is rumored that 
he is emotionally very fragile.                           

Pause 

How can you put a price on a human life?                                                                                                                                  
How can you put a price of a human life when the 
life you are talking about happens to be your own 
child?                                                                                                                                                                                                     
At what point does ransom become extortion?.... 
Unreasonable extortion……                                                                                         
Who makes this judgment call? Who decides? 
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You can argue about whether you were in favor of 
releasing all those murderers-- or not – but you 
can’t argue about whether Israel was right or 
wrong in agreeing to the exchange, because there 
is no objective right or wrong in this type of 
circumstance.                   Pause 

All of this brings me to move from the kidnapping of 
Gilad Shalit-- and I use the word kidnapping 
deliberately – because he was just a kid-- and 
probably immature, as well as fragile – to the 
imprisonment of two young men with iron wills, 
great intellect, and possessing strong moral fiber. 

Let me read to you Natan Sharansky’s tribute to 
Sen. John McCain: 

Sharansky titles it: John McCain understood why I 
refused to leave prison.  

Parenthetically, I would note that while I cannot – 
and do not blame him, I cannot imagine Gilad Shalit 
refusing the prisoner exchange that was agreed to 
as too high a price for Israel to pay for his freedom. 
I say this not in criticism Gilad Shalit; he simply, in 
my estimation, does not have that inner strength. 
And in all honesty, I will tell you that I have no idea 
whether I have that kind of inner strength, either. 

Pause 

John McCain Understood Why I Refused to Leave 
Prison 
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A few months after the 2008 elections, I happen to 
be in Washington and sought out my old friend, Sen. 
John McCain. I hoped to express my support in the 
face of his defeat in those elections, and my 
confidence that his legacy wouldn’t be defined by 
it. I was taken to a small chamber in the Senate to 
awake, McCain, who is embroiled in a legislative 
battle on the floor, and didn’t want to leave the 
building. 

The man who walked into the chamber to meet me 
was glad to receive my condolences and 
assurances, but he didn’t need them. His defeat was 
no longer on his mind. He was afire, instead, with his 
passion for his most recent battle, the crusade to 
outlaw torture. “I don’t need to explain to you why 
we must stop this,” he said to me, dismissing the 
criticism his position drew from his own political 
camp. “We understand.” 

The “we” Sen. McCain spoke of, and the affinity he 
alluded to, was formed in our very first meeting, 
when I visited the US shortly after my release from 
the Soviet gulags in 1986. “I understand why you 
refuse to be released on the USSR’s ours terms 2 
years ago,” he told me then, referring to a deal I 
rejected, to the shock and consternation of many 
Western supporters. 

Many couldn’t understand why I refused to request 
an early release from prison for health reasons. 
After all, the Soviet authorities had secretly 
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promised their American counterparts that they 
would grant such a request. McCain, who 
experienced the horrors of captivity and 
dictatorship firsthand, understood what they 
couldn’t. 

He knew how such a request would of been 
presented by the Soviet authorities, how they 
would have used it to claim that I, their critic, 
accepted of their authority to control my fate. He 
knew how it would have been used to break the 
spirit of other dissidents. 

McCain understood my reasons, because he himself 
had made the same choice. When the North 
Vietnamese government offer to release him ahead 
of other POWs, he declined, despite the atrocious 
conditions in which he was held. Some values, he 
knew, stood above survival and comfort. 

McCain’s firsthand knowledge of these realities 
and truths shown through his endeavors 
throughout his long and illustrious political 
career. He never stop supporting dissidents who 
suffered under dictatorial regimes, and he never 
forgot that some things should take precedence 
over Real-politik considerations and party lines. 

It was this deep conviction that motivated him to 
speak against a real-politik approach to the 
situation in the Soviet Union, in Syria and in Iran, 
and it was this conviction, too, that compelled him 
to fight against torture in Guantánamo Bay, 
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regardless of his own party’s criticism. He knew 
that justice itself, as well as the United States’ 
moral integrity, was on the line. 

The man who came to meet me in that small chamber 
in the American Senate didn’t need my 
encouragement and support. He didn’t need me to 
tell him that his principles, and not his defeat in the 
elections, would define his legacy in years to come. 
He was already afire with those very principles, 
and with his deep commitment to his country’s moral 
integrity and dignity. 

The American people lost a man of rare integrity 
this week, and I lost a very dear comrade in arms. 
May his legacy live on.                Pause 

There is a Jewish angle to all this that has nothing 
to do with the particulars of Sgt. Gilad Shalit or 
with Natan Sharansky. It’s called Pidyon Sh’vu’yim-- 
the mitzvah – the commandment to redeem captives. 
In the hierarchy of Jewish law it is placed above 
feeding and clothing the poor. It is based on a 
broad reading of the verse in Deuteronomy that 
enjoins us not to harden our hearts or to close our 
hands when confronted with the plight of another 
Israelite in need.                    pause 

Of course, knowing full well that the Jews had a 
tremendous sense of obligation for the welfare of 
their coreligionists,--kol yisrael arayvim zeh baZeh -- 
all Jews are responsible for one another – in 
ancient and medieval times, Jews were frequently 
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subjected to capture, and then the community was 
subject to extortionist ransom demands, which they 
generally paid. 

There is at least one story about Pidyon Sh’vu’yim 
that has a very beneficial outcome. The story is 
found in Abraham ibn Daud’s Sefer HaQabbalah, a 
chronicle of Jewish tradition. In it he relates the 
tale of four eminent rabbis from Babylonia, who set 
sail on a ship. The captain of the ship, while 
unaware of the reputation of these 4 scholars, is 
fully aware that Jewish communities will ransom 
their fellow Jews. 

And so, the captain, docking in several ports in the 
Mediterranean, offers one Rabbi in each port to 
the community. They of course ransom him, only to 
discover that they got a bargain! Each of the rabbis 
establishes an Academy, and the Jewish community 
no longer needs to send their religious questions – 
and the accompanying donation – to the Babylonian 
rabbis, as they now have a scholar in their own 
midst. And that is how Jewish knowledge and 
scholarship spread from the Babylonian academies 
to the European continent. 

Pause    pause    pause    pause 

But the Pidyon Sh’vu’yim story that I consider to be 
the most powerful, is not the stuff of legend. It is 
the real life story of Rabbi Meir of Rothenburg –  
and if John McCain and Natan Sharansky had 
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known about him, Rabbi Meir could have served as 
their role model and inspiration.   

In 1284 Emperor Rudolph seized Rabbi Meir, threw 
him into prison, and demanded a ransom. Of course, 
the Jewish community was prepared to pay any sum 
to redeem their revered and beloved Rabbi. But 
Rabbi Meir prohibited them from doing so. He 
refused to allow himself to be ransomed; in effect, 
he consigned himself to dying in the Emperor’s jail. 
Rabbi Meir reasoned that acceding to such a 
demand would only encourage the Emperor to 
either seize him again, or to imprison other Jews as 
an easy way for the Emperor to line his own 
pockets.  

So Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg spent the last seven 
years of his life in prison. The Jews, no longer 
bound by their Rabbi’s prohibition, sought to redeem 
his body to give him a proper burial. This time, the 
vengeful Emperor was the one to refuse.  

14 long years later, Alexander ben Salomon 
Wimpfen, paid an even larger sum to redeem the 
sainted rabbi’s body and give him that proper burial. 
Alexander ben Shlomo had only one stipulation – 
one request: that when his time came, he wanted to 
be buried next to Rabbi Meir of Rothenburg. 

**May God heal Gilad Shalit.            **May the 
memories of Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg and Sen. 
John McCain be for a blessing.                  **And may 
Natan Sharansky be blessed with a long life. 


