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Rabbi Sabato's Address — On the Occasion of Yom Ha'atzmaut 5786
To the Rabbinical Council of America

Greetings to my teachers and masters. My state has grown old — her years have surpassed even old age. Her
hair has gone white, wrinkles have furrowed her face. My own years have followed in her wake. Yet the
silver of her age has not dimmed in my eyes the wonder of her rebirth, just as the wonder of my own life has
not dimmed. I rejoice in her as a groom rejoices in the bride of his youth, as though her dawn has only just
broken.

Have I been struck blind? Does a veil cover the pupil of my eye? Do I not see what everyone else sees? Do |
not see violence in her streets, strife at her gates — lovers of gain and perverters of justice, gossips and
senseless haters, those who shed blood and breach moral boundaries, those who strike in secret and oppress
the poor? Do I not see factions pursuing one another with hostility? And yet I also see: kidney donors, tillers
of virgin soil, those who make the desert bloom, those who give their very lives, great scientists, devoted



Torah scholars, pursuers of mitzvot, lovers of humanity, the deeply faithful, mighty in strength and refined
in spirit. You are beautiful, my beloved, and there is no blemish in you. Yes, I have been struck blind —
blinded by the miraculous light of a people's redemption: from the ashes of the crematoria, from the ruins of
the ghettos, from dried bones, to the sovereign restoration of Israel. A nation that wallowed in its own blood
— naked and bare in its degradation — was washed, cleansed of its blood, clothed in embroidered garments,
shod in fine leather, covered in silk and linen, fed with fine flour and honey and oil, until it became
exceedingly beautiful, and worthy of sovereignty.

The dazzling light of her miraculous rebirth casts its spell over me, concealing from my eyes sorrow and
rebuke, pain and indignation. And my heart soars at the wonder of her life — at the spirit breathed into dry
bones, at the hope planted in despairing eyes, at a desolate land they called "the devourer of men," barren to
all nations, now flowering before us like a blessed Garden of Eden. The desire of nations, the treasure of the
world — how beautiful you have become, adorned with blessings! Greece, Edom, Media, Babylon — who
among the kingdoms can compare to you? Thorns surrounded you and your blood flowed, your garments
were stained and your people crowned with suffering.

Yet the garment of your captivity became more lovely than your finest dress upon your return, and the King
is drawn to your grace and beauty — His voice is sweetened by yours. He will draw you up from the pit of
exile, and bring you, like a bride, into His chamber.

My teachers and masters — we emerge tonight from Yom HaZikaron (=Yom HaShoah). We endured a
bitter exile. Our souls were brought low to the dust. We were pursued relentlessly; we labored with no relief.
We descended to the forty-ninth gate; every aftliction of the rebuke came upon us. In every generation they
rose against us; we experienced a dreadful concealment of the Divine face. But never did we lose our faith.
We never exchanged the God of truth for another. With all our hearts we cleaved to Him. We did not
despair; our hope was never lost.

We knew: a day would come when He would remember us. A day would come when He would subdue our
sins and redeem us. We knew we would again behold the light of His face shining upon us to save us. The
Creator of the world called us His treasure — a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. He did not reject or
abhor us; He rescued us from the hand of all our enemies and did not destroy our remnant. We knew. He
would forge a new covenant with us; He would circumcise our hearts and purify us. Bar Yochai already
taught us: The maiden of Israel shall rise no more — on her own. She cannot rise by herself. A redeemer
must come to her, and He will raise her up; He will restore the fallen sukkah of David.

Generations upon generations waited — and we merited to witness it. Our generation, which witnessed the
most terrible concealment of all, merited to see the dawn of redemption breaking through, slowly, gradually.
The exiles gathered from the four corners of the earth. We returned to our inheritance. Our land rejoiced to
receive us, yielding its produce generously. God blessed our path. We merited our independence; our state
arose. Dark shadows loom over it — but its lights have multiplied greatly. And at the brightening of the
Divine countenance, a song of praise bursts forth from our mouths: Arise, shine, for your light has come!
Rise toward your land and her cities. Awake, awake, clothe yourself in strength — for the God of Zion has
come.

We can find a historical parallel to our own era. When the time of Israel's redemption arrived, Moses said:
"But they will not believe me." God replied: "They will hearken to your voice" — and indeed, the people
believed. The prophet Ezekiel describes: "I said to them: Let each man cast away the detestable things of his
eyes — but they rebelled against Me and would not listen; they did not abandon the idols of Egypt." The
ministering angels declared: "These worship idols, and those worship idols."

Yet the Holy One Blessed be He did not heed the prophets or the angels. He did not look at the outer
appearance of the Jewish people — at their degradation, at the blood in which they wallowed, naked and
bare. He looked into the innermost depth of their souls. He knew their hidden essence — that this was the
moment of love between them. And He said: "I will wash you with water, clothe you in embroidered



garments, feed you with fine flour and honey — and you shall become exceedingly beautiful, and worthy of
sovereignty."”

Haggai's prophecies — that the glory of the latter Temple would surpass the former — stirred hearts greatly.
Those who returned in the first Aliyah from Babylon envisioned redemption. Ezra felt that a moment of
intimacy had arrived. And then the ministers came to him and truthfully reported the state of the nation.

The people of Israel — the priests and the Levites — had not separated themselves from the nations of the
land and their abominations: the Canaanite, Hittite, Perizzite, Jebusite, Ammonite, Moabite, Egyptian, and
Amorite. For they had taken wives from among their daughters for themselves and their sons, and the holy
seed had intermingled with the peoples of the land — and the ministers and officials had led the way in this
betrayal. Ezra's reaction was one of shock: "When I heard this matter, I tore my garment and my robe, and
pulled out the hair from my head and my beard, and sat down appalled.”

And all who trembled at God's word gathered to him. And so he sat devastated until the evening offering. He
prayed, confessed, and wept bitterly.

And then — then the verse tells us — Shecaniah approached him and said: "Arise. Why do you remain
paralyzed? This matter is yours to address, and we are with you. Be strong and act. There is hope for Israel
in this."

There is something to be done — not to mourn. The gap between the redemption they had envisioned — the
vision of the prophets — and what they saw with their own eyes, ministers assimilating, cried out to heaven.
That gap astounded Ezra and drove him to sit devastated and burst into tears. But Shecaniah urges him to act
— because there is hope.

Little time passes, and a transformation unfolds. The days of the Second Temple, which began with
assimilating ministers, become days overflowing with Oral Torah — days that shaped the inner character of
the Jewish people to this very day. How did this happen? How did Ezra turn a generation in which certain
ministers were marrying foreign women into a generation of Tannaim, of the Men of the Great Assembly?
Ezra acted in two ways. First, he established ordinances for the study and dissemination of Torah — the
structures of prayer, blessings, Torah reading. But he also influenced through the power of his commanding
personality.

Our Sages revealed that Ezra did not ascend from Babylon until he had exhausted the learning of Baruch ben
Neriah. And when his well was filled to the brim with Torah, tradition, and leadership, his waters flowed
outward into the streets like rivers of water. What was the secret of Ezra — of whom the Sages said that the
Torah would have been fitting to be given through him? His personality. As the prophet Malachi describes
it: "My covenant with him was life and peace, and I gave them to him, fear — and he feared Me, and was
awed before My name. True Torah was in his mouth, and no wrong was found on his lips. He walked with
Me in peace and uprightness, and turned many away from sin. For the lips of the priest should guard
knowledge, and people should seek Torah from his mouth — for he is an angel of the Lord of Hosts."

What brought about the transformation of the Second Temple era? What took that generation from low and
lowly days to such elevated days? Fear of Heaven — "he was awed before My name." Torah of truth without
falsehood — "no wrong was found on his lips." Peace and uprightness — "he walked with Me in peace and
uprightness, and turned many away from sin."

The Chatam Sofer writes in his Torah commentary on Parshat Lech Lecha: One should ask — Avraham
Avinu gave his life in Ur Kasdim, breaking Nimrod's idols and standing against him. Why did he not do the
same in the land of Canaan, which was full of idols? We find no record of his breaking idols there; on the
contrary, he bowed before the children of Heth and deferred to them. But the truth — I quote the Chatam
Sofer — is that in Ur Kasdim, no one listened to him; no one recognized God's name except him. But in the
Land of Israel, he proclaimed God's name everywhere, and his name grew great, and tens of thousands
received from him. Therefore he had no right to give his life in provocation against those who had not
listened to him. We find, then, that in the Land of Israel he served God in tranquility and calm, without need
for confrontation.



We learn from this. We are in the generation of the return to Zion — the generation in which God identified
that this is the moment of love, and returned His people to Zion, redeemed His land and His heritage, and
caused its desolations to flower. We are commanded to lend our hand — provided that hand is given to the
growth of Torah, to the spread of faith, to Torah of truth, peace, and uprightness. Then a redeemed
generation will continue to rise and ascend greatly.

Let us open our hearts and imagine Shecaniah calling to us: "Arise — for this matter is yours, and we are
with you. Be strong, be courageous, be strong and act — for there is hope for Israel in this."

There is a concept called simanei ge'ulah — signs of redemption. Of this it has been said: "Cursed be those
who calculate the end." The Sages were uncomfortable with deciphering signs of redemption. But there is
another concept: murchavei ge'ulah — components of redemption. What is the difference?

Signs are indicators that predict the Messiah's coming — and who can interpret those signs correctly? Many
have erred before. But components of redemption — the people's return to Zion — that is not a sign; it is a
reality. The Jewish people's return from exile to the Land of Israel. The Jewish people's transforming the
Land of Israel from swamps filled with disease and death into a flowering land — that is not a sign of
redemption; it is a component of redemption. True, not all components have yet been fulfilled. But some
have: the return to Zion, the blossoming of the land, and more and more. These are components of
redemption.

"The upright will see and rejoice, and all wickedness will shut its mouth. Who is wise and will observe these
things, and will contemplate the kindnesses of God."

These are the verses with which King David closes the psalm of Yodu LaHashem — "Give thanks to God
for His kindness and His wonders to mankind." There are three levels here:

The first: "The upright will see and rejoice.” To rejoice, one must be upright. One can always be clever and
hedge — maybe this, maybe that, maybe another interpretation. But one who walks uprightly sees the return
to Zion and sees the hand of God moving with us, especially in these days. "The upright will see and
rejoice."”

The second: "Who is wise and will observe these things." Emotions grow dull over time. When the State was
established, everyone rushed into the streets and danced with great joy. At the Six-Day War, the entire
Jewish world was on its feet. But feelings gradually fade. "Who is wise and will observe these things" — the
wise person knows how to preserve and guard those feelings.

The third: "And will contemplate the kindnesses of God." A discerning person must understand: "And will
contemplate the kindnesses of God" — to comprehend what has happened here. After the devastating
Holocaust, when the Jewish people walked like skeletons from the dead, they became a nation with
extraordinary scientific, medical, and Torah achievements. One must contemplate God's kindnesses. A
person must not be ungrateful — he must contemplate the kindnesses of God.

It is written: "Give thanks to God for His kindness and His wonders to mankind." It is not enough to give
thanks to God — one must tell it to mankind. And this is what we say every day: "Give thanks to God for
His kindness and His wonders to mankind." It is written: "Let the elders praise Him in the gates" — there
must be Torah scholars who know what to give thanks and praise for.

We say in tractate Berakhot regarding rain: "We give thanks for every single drop." One must give thanks
for each thing individually, just as we said in the Haggadah: Dayenu — for each individual blessing
separately. We must enumerate:

Had the Holy One taken the survivors of the Holocaust and brought them to the Land, and not allowed that
wicked one to destroy it — dayenu.

Had He brought us to our homeland and given us our soil — dayenu.

Had the yeshivot risen anew here after the devastating Holocaust — dayenu.



Had He given us our independence and granted us a state — dayenu.

Has everything been fulfilled? No — not all of the vision has been realized. But for everything that has been
fulfilled, one must give thanks for every single drop.

Yet there is also sorrow, there is sadness, there is concern. It is written: "The King has brought me into His
chambers.” What are "His chambers"? Two chambers. The Talmud teaches: there are inner chambers and
outer chambers. "In secret my soul weeps because of pride.” The Talmud asks: But is there not weeping
before God? "Joy and gladness are in His dwelling!" What then is meant by "in secret my soul weeps™? The
Talmud answers: one refers to the inner chambers, and one to the outer chambers. There are chambers.

A person must walk in God's ways — one must have chambers. A chamber in which he is concerned, in
which he grieves that the people as a whole are not yet walking in God's ways. And a chamber in which he
rejoices and exults and gives thanks to God for all the miracles and wonders that have been done for us.

And I only look at my own personal life — we came up from Egypt; I was a child of five. How the land was
then, and how it is today. The Holy One Blessed be He saved us from Egyptian exile and brought us here. I
remember the Six-Day War — how we heard that "the Temple Mount is in our hands." 1 walked in the street
then and saw everyone — observant and non-observant — dancing, dancing, clapping their hands. On the
night of Shavuot, everyone wrapped themselves in tallitot and walked in a great procession to the Kotel. In
the Yom Kippur War, two enormous armies surprised us — and how the Holy One Blessed be He watched
over us, protected us, and saved us. "They thrust me hard so that I would fall, but God helped me."

So every single thing must call forth gratitude to God — one must see the hand of God, give thanks for the
past, and pray for the future. For what we have received — give thanks. For what is still lacking — make
supplication. "4 person should always give thanks for the past and pray for the future."” That is the proper
way for a person to conduct himself.

"The upright will see and rejoice, and all wickedness will shut its mouth. Who is wise and will observe these
things, and will contemplate the kindnesses of God."

I would like to conclude — and though I know many of you speak primarily English, there are now tools for
translation, so difficult as it is to translate a poem, I would like to close with a piyyut I composed for Yom
Ha'atzmaut:

Arise and shine, for your light has come, Go toward your land and her cities. Awake, awake, clothe yourself
in strength, For the God of Zion has come.

A sukkah of peace He shall spread over you, His light shall radiate from above her. He shall rejoice over
you with great joy, As a groom rejoices over the bride of his youth.

Your streets shall be filled With the sounds of wedding celebrations and dancing. Joy and gladness shall be
found in you, And sorrow and mourning shall flee.

The covenant of your peace shall not be shaken, God's kindness shall not depart from her. God has forgiven
your people's sins, And shall look upon them no more.

Your sun shall no longer set, Righteousness shall rise with healing in its wings. A crown of salvation shall
be your garment, A royal diadem shall wrap you.

Then you shall burst forth to the right and the left, And your land shall expand its borders. All your children
shall be gathered to you, As a woman gathers her young.

You shall adorn yourself with your glory and beauty, As a bride adorns herself... You shall yet be built, and
be rebuilt, In the time of the ultimate redemption.



I would like to close together with you. We gather here to pray for our dear soldiers — many of them our
own students — who are now in Lebanon, in Gaza, and in other places. May the Holy One Blessed be He
return them home safely and rescue them from all distress and danger, and may He speak our enemies into
submission beneath our feet.

I want to share with you that the Ramban writes in his Torah commentary the following: Why is one who is
ritually impure in his body commanded to leave the camp? A man who has had an emission is required to
leave the Camp of the Levites — not the Camp of the Shekhinah, not the Camp of the Levites. They are
already in the camp — why must they leave? The Ramban explains: because the military camp is the Camp
of the Shekhinah. Not the Camp of Israel and not the Camp of the Levites — but why is the military camp
elevated to the level of the Camp of the Shekhinah? Because "the Lord your God walks in the midst of your
camp." This is like the Shekhinah — the Camp of the Shekhinah. For the Lord your God is present in the
camp. Why is He present? "To save you and to deliver your enemies before you." And why is He there to
deliver your enemies before you? Because this war is not against us — the war is against God. "Those who
hate You have raised their heads." Why does Hezbollah — why do all these entities that attach God's name
to themselves — come against us? Is it because we observe the Torah, or because we do not? It is because
we observe the Torah. So they are coming against God, not against us. And there is a terrible desecration of
God's name here. And therefore the Holy One says: "For God will not abandon His people, nor forsake His
heritage"” — why? "For the sake of His great Name." The Midrash says: whether they are guilty or worthy
— "for the sake of His great Name" — whether guilty or worthy.

May it be God's will that we soon behold the salvation of Israel. May peace come to each of you. May you
succeed in your work, may you draw your congregants closer to Torah and to pure fear of Heaven — and
may God bless all the work of your hands. Amen.



