
A Journey to and back from Israel, by Rabbi Serge A. Lippe 
 
A litle personal background for those of you who may not have heard this from me previously. I took my 
first year a�er gradua�ng high school on a Reform Movement leadership ins�tute in Jerusalem in the Fall 
of 1982. I was 17 years old, and living and studying in Israel profoundly influenced and impacted my life. 
Three years later in the Fall of 1986, I returned for another year of living and study as a first-year rabbinic 
student at the Jerusalem campus of HUC-JIR. Since that �me, I have returned to vaca�on, conven�on, 
recruit or just breathe the air almost every year un�l covid.  

Since then, as the poet said, I have been here in the West, but my heart has been in the East. The horrific 
atroci�es of October 7, 2023 – Shabbat Simchat Torah have rendered me heart broken.  

htps://oct7map.com/  

Like many of you, I have family and friends who live in Israel. One friend and colleague’s son was shot 
and thank God survived the day.  

Although I am not much of a rabbinic travel ‘mission’ guy, when the email from one of my colleagues and 
classmates came in on two weeks later, I suddenly found myself jumping at the chance to join in the 
mission. My heart knew beter than my brain what I needed to do. To show up for my family and friends. 
It wasn’t an intellectual decision, it wasn’t even so much an emo�onal response as a visceral, gut-level, 
and ins�nctual leap to be where my heart already was. 

Although I will be speaking about the impact and take-aways of this trip on Friday evening at services. I 
want to take this opportunity to share descrip�ons in words and pictures of the brief yet powerful 
journey itself. 

A group of 28 rabbis and other New York area Jewish leaders from across the spectrum departed on 
Sunday evening, October 30 from various airports and on various flights. The only direct flights available 
from the USA to Ben Gurion were on ELAL, Delta and United having both suspended direct flights 
because of the conflict. A small number of us flew out of Newark that evening on the 10:00pm red eye 
(The 11:30pm red eye out of JFK turned out to be delayed un�l 1:30am departure). We learned on board 
the flight or when we landed that the IDF had rescued one of the hostages, Pvt. Ori Megidish, on Sunday 
night. It was a hopeful moment.  

Our flight arrived �mely on Monday early a�ernoon and a van arranged by the UJA-Federa�on Israel 
staff transported us from Ben Gurion to our hotel in Jerusalem. Traffic was light un�l we reached 
Jerusalem, where traffic is never light. But lighter than usual which is the effect of more than 360,000 
reservists being called up for service. We stayed at the Jerusalem Waldorf Astoria a beau�ful hotel that I 
had known in my student years as an empty shell of a building just blocks from Jerusalem’s HUC-JIR 
campus. [Scroll to the very botom of this web page for the hotel building’s history: 
htps://www.hilton.com/en/hotels/jrswawa-waldorf-astoria-jerusalem/hotel-info/] 

https://oct7map.com/
https://www.hilton.com/en/hotels/jrswawa-waldorf-astoria-jerusalem/hotel-info/


Now its beau�fully restored atrium was largely empty, tourism having evaporated overnight. Each of us 
received a beau�ful leter from the hotel management, altogether unusual and essen�ally unheard of, 
thanking us for our not merely our patronage but for being part of a mission to Israel during war�me.  

We had each been asked to bring a variety of supplies in our baggage that was intended for displaced 
Israelis from the southern kibbutzim along the Gaza border. It was odd watching some thirty senior 
rabbis and Jewish leaders physically assembling these supplies into bags of personal care items. But it 
was also a reminder that our words were of more limited value while on the ground there. Our ac�ons, 
and just showing up and listening, witnessing, were of far greater value. 

That evening at dinner we heard from Micah Goodman, the author of Catch-67, President of Beit Prat, 
and senior fellow at the Shalom Hartman Ins�tute. Micah offered us the metaphor of October 7 as a 
second Yom HaAtzmaut, a day of re-founding the State of Israel and of le�ng go of previous failed 
concep�ons that have plagued modern Israel from its founding un�l that day.  Honestly, I am not sure 
that I buy into Micah’s framework, but it is popular on the ground in Israel right now. As is the no�on 
that Israel is at its very best moment of Ahdut – of unity, a�er ten-months of protests against the current 
memshala (government) that was rending and tearing the country apart. Micah shared with us his pride 
in watching Israeli ci�zens step up to support one another in the ongoing absence of governmental 
leadership, and in the failure of the military to predict or stop this tragedy. I don’t know how long that 
ahdut—that unity—will last. Is it a temporary agreement to put issue son hold or is it an indica�on of 
something transforma�ve having taken place and something more las�ng? None of us know.  

See more of Micah’s thoughts here: htps://www.israelhayom.com/2023/10/31/w-encountered-
absolute-evil-but-now-we-have-on-opportunity-to-re-establish-statehood/ 

The next day, Tuesday morning, we traveled to the Shalva Ins�tute which normally serves families with 
special-needs children. It is a remarkable place not only in Israel, but in the world. I was there last with 
our BHS 9th Grade Israel trip in 2019. They are also helping service a thousand displaced families with 
children at the ins�tute.  

[Speaking of displacement. You don’t see this covered in the newspapers, but 200,000 Israelis are 
displaced from their homes along the southern and northern border. Even as Hamas con�nues to 
daily fire rockets into southern and central Israel, Hizbollah in Lebanon has been firing missiles at 
towns and ci�es along Israel’s northern border with Lebanon. En�re communi�es have been 
relocated to Eilat, Jerusalem and the Dead Sea area. Hotels and resorts emp�ed of tourists are 
filled with dislocated Israeli ci�zens, many having fled with only the clothes on their backs.] 

Shalva serves special needs children and families and has changed the Israeli outlook about such special 
children, all thanks to the life-work of a remarkable couple  – Rabbi Kalman and Malki Samuels, and their 
son Yossi (see more here: htps://www.shalva.org/home/) 

https://www.israelhayom.com/2023/10/31/w-encountered-absolute-evil-but-now-we-have-on-opportunity-to-re-establish-statehood/
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We 28 par�cipants in this solidarity mission and the UJA staff had the upli�ing opportunity and 
experience of dancing with some of the older children and young adults served by Shalva on their 
beau�ful Jerusalem Campus. 

 

As I men�oned, one of my strongest experiences and take aways is that while we heard that the 
government had been essen�ally absent in responding to the immediate day to day needs of Israelis, an 
en�re volunteer administra�on arose overnight in the form of mul�ple Ha’Mal Ezrahi – Ci�zen “War 
Rooms”. It is par�ally a misnomer as these organiza�ons are not about the war effort but about 
suppor�ng the ci�zenry of Israel. They are beter termed ‘Civilian Command Centers’. We were reminded 
that the acronym Ha’Mal shares the root with the Hebrew word Hemla – Pity, Compassion, Mercy. 



 

Every ci�zen in the country has been directly impacted of course, from the 1,400 slaughtered, the 250 
kidnapped and the roughly 3,000 significantly injured, to the 200,000 Israelis displaced from their 
homes, and finally to more than 360,000 reservists mobilized for military service. The economy has 
come to almost a stands�ll as most shops have closed or reduced hours lacking personnel. Municipal 
elec�ons in Jerusalem were scheduled for that day we were at the Ha’Mal but had been called off, and 
two of the Ha’Mal organizers are Jerusalem council members from opposing par�es working together at 
the Jerusalem Ha’Mal Ezrahi located on the campus of Jerusalem’s Shalem College. See more here: 
htps://danielgordis.substack.com/p/the-jerusalem-civilian-command-center 

Another no�ceable element for me was the absence of children playing openly in the streets and parks. 
For the first two weeks a�er October 7 schools closed down physically and all classes were online. Now 
schools have reopened for the most part, but you s�ll won’t see kids playing freely in ci�es. Parents have 
them at home under a close eye, and we only saw kids at play under watchful security guard at 
kibbutzim and in the reloca�on centers. 

We traveled to kibbutz Ma’aleh haHamisha, where we delivered many of our care packages. It is located 
in Central Israel, in the Judean Hills just outside of Jerusalem, just north of Abu Ghosh. This kibbutz has 
opened its hotel (yes, many kibbutzim today support their existence through manufacturing or in the 
tourist economy) to refugees from two southern kibbutzim Ne�v Ha’Asara and Zikim. These two 
southern kibbutzim, like all the places atacked, are inside the green line.  Residents, many of whom are 
peaceniks, were atacked by Hamas terrorists at 6:30am on that morning that has already come to be 
called Black Shabbat by Israelis. Our delega�on broke into two groups and had the opportunity to speak 
with individuals who had survived the atacks but had lost family, friends and neighbors and had been 

https://danielgordis.substack.com/p/the-jerusalem-civilian-command-center


evacuated with nothing but the clothes they were wearing. We also heard from the COO of the Jewish 
Agency for Israel (JAFI)[beter known to some of us as the Sochnut] – Amira Ahronoviz, and a 
representa�ve of the Israel Trauma Coali�on which was founded in 2001. See more: 
htps://israeltraumacoali�on.org/en/ 

Originally, we had been scheduled to travel to Ashkelon to tour the Barzilai Medical Center and hear 
from senior staff and administra�on, as well as to deliver the personal care packages and offer our 
support to vic�ms of terror. But the security room that advises such trips rerouted us to what was 
considered a safer loca�on for that day. 

Instead, we traveled down to the Dead Sea, to an area known as Ein Bokek a spot that our 9th Grade 
Israel trip students have o�en stopped by for lunch and a dip into the waters and mud of the Dead Sea. 
At this season, it would usually be lightly filled with older Russian Jewish olim/immigrants, but instead is 
filled with some 18,000 displaced kibbutzniks from the Gaza border area. We saw ac�vi�es being 
mounted for the children along the sandy beach shore. Le�ng them run about and physically exhaust 
themselves in this strange se�ng as only kids can.  

 

We met the survivors of Kibbutz Be’eri, which is now for all intents and purposes located inside the Dan 
Hotel at the Dead Sea. There is a tribute wall to those murdered by the terrorists as well as another 
display of those kidnapped. We also delivered our care packages here. 

https://israeltraumacoalition.org/en/


 

We returned to Jerusalem, deeply touched by the experience of mee�ng those who had barely escaped 
death. We had dinner in Jerusalem at Kedma Mamila a beau�ful restaurant looking out on the walls of 
the Old City.  The group broke into two, with congrega�onal rabbis joining our rabbinic colleagues from 
Jerusalem including my friend Rabbi Naamah Kelman. We were hosted by Rashut Ha’Rabim, an umbrella 
organiza�on for the renewal of Jewish life in Jerusalem. Working in partnership with more than 35 Israeli 
and Jewish ins�tu�ons across religious denomina�ons, it promotes pluralism, tolerance, and a city open 
to all. Dinner was followed by a moving, musical liturgical program involving many of our progressive 
movement colleagues from Jerusalem, including faculty form the HUC-JIR campus in Jerusalem and HUC 
President Andrew Rehfeld. Here is a video clip: htps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qjokmjhTg2w 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qjokmjhTg2w


 

Wednesday morning, November 1, we had unscheduled �me for our own plans and commitments, and I 
was glad to share breakfast with friends and colleagues Rabbi Ezra Ende and Rabbi Osnat Eldar, both who 
have visited with us at BHS on previous occasions. ‘Ezzie’ as you may already know him is the rabbi of 
our sister congrega�on Kehillat HaDror located in the Kiryat HaYovel neighborhood of Jerusalem. Rabbi 
Eldar is currently the Experien�al Educa�on Director of the TALI Educa�on Fund and is the Rabbi of the 
‘Sulam Yaakov’ congrega�on. Rabbi Eldar will be back with us during Chanukah this year to offer several 
programs star�ng on Thursday, December 7 thru Sunday, December 10.  

Wednesday’s program was almost totally redone. Originally, we were supposed to depart the hotel at 
10:00am for an agricultural volunteer ac�vity in collabora�on with the Haredi (ultra-orthodox) Ha’Mal, 
mobilizing thousands of ultra-Orthodox volunteers across Israel.  

We were then supposed to head to Tel Aviv to have lunch and meet with Brothers and Sisters in Arms 
Ha’Mal, the grassroots social ac�vist movement with hundreds of thousands of volunteers na�onwide 
who have pivoted from protes�ng the so-called judicial reforms to suppor�ng the na�on’s needs at this 
moment. They are an excep�onal story, see here: 
htps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brothers_in_Arms_(organiza�on) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brothers_in_Arms_(organization)


From there we were supposed to travel in the late a�ernoon to the city of Lod to visit the Arab Ha’Mal 
and meet local leaders and community members.  

But yet again it was necessary to change our ini�al i�nerary. 

Instead, a�er breakfast the group met with Rena Quint, a Holocaust survivor and client of Zikaron 
BaSalon, htps://www.zikaronbasalon.com/en/home-2/ an organiza�on dedicated to the 
commemora�ng the Holocaust and the well-being of Holocaust survivors. We heard her story of survival 
and her words of hizuk (encouragement and strengthening). 

Immediately following, in the same room we met with Jon and Rachel Goldberg-Polin, parents of 24-
year-old Hersh Goldberg-Polin - one of the 240 hostages currently being held by Hamas in Gaza – they 
spoke about their efforts advoca�ng for the release of Hersh and all the hostages and their work in 
partnership with Hostages & Missing Families Forum. Hersh is injured. We have video of his capture with 
part of his arm having been blown off and in a tourniquet. They asked us to recite Psalms, to publicly 
count the hostages’ days of cap�vity (it has been 33 days today) 

htps://stories.bringthemhomenow.net, and to call our elected federal representa�ves daily to advocate 
for the hostages: Need their numbers? Find them here. 

 

We then traveled to Har Herzl, the na�onal military cemetery to atend the funeral of Staff Sgt. Lavi 
Lipshitz, 20, from Modi’in, who served in the Giva� Infantry Brigade’s reconnaissance unit and was killed 
in Gaza on 10/31/2023, the day before.  It was moving and excrucia�ng. Lavi’s family and friends spoke 
including his grandmother. I was struck by the comments of his family at how much it concerned Lavi 
that his service in an elite combat unit might mean engaging in combat and the inadvertent killing of 

https://www.zikaronbasalon.com/en/home-2/
https://stories.bringthemhomenow.net/
http://email.abrahamjoshua.myenotice.com/c/eJwczs3N4yAQANBq4BYLBvzDgcNe3IZFhiEeyQYLSKx0v8rXwNPDknvAvnH0Ro_OGhk9ECqS5PXkFmeUMUruPo1JPWGeLE3J2XkmF2cCMKgpJnoGyX4arXFkcVEjwqZTwEVPjoyw6igYjr20PpyBD3n4vferCfNPwCpgve97wHKeJWN4NxpKfQlYE-f4-JZ3fVS6KjXKPXT-kIA1xFgFrPKncX799RcH2sjq28HXRcKq_MWh1h8su8-lc2IMnUveGtUPI_0PAAD__4XIUmc


civilians, Pales�nian civilians. It weighed on his soul. These were words spoken at a soldier’s funeral in 
Israel. There was no joy of combat or of killing the enemy. Lavi was a gentle soul. As his grandmother 
spoke, the dark clouds that had gathered overhead opened in an unmi�gated deluge that sent us 
running back to our bus totally soaked to our skin. It was as if the heavens had joined our own mortal 
tears. We returned to the hotel, and dried off as best we could. 

  

Our scheduled trip to meet with Arab-Israeli ci�zens in the city of Lod was called off at the last minute 
apparently at the request of their leadership concerned about the presence and impact of a large group 
of kippot wearing Jews at that moment. Israeli Arabs make up 21% of the popula�on and ci�zens and 
permanent residents of the State of Israel. As Micah Goodman indicated to us, not much thought is 
being given to this popula�on at the moment other than fear that beyond siding with Pales�nian civilians 
in the current conflict, they could conceivably take up arms against their Jewish neighbors. It is a 
troubling discussion with disturbing assump�ons and mostly avoidance of the topic.  

Instead, we traveled to Yad Binyamin, a religious Zionist community inside the Green Line. We were 
greeted with warm hospitality by Rabbi Doron Perez, chairman of the World Mizrachi Movement 
(Mizrachi Jews have their immediate origins in the Middle East, coming from Arab, Persian, and Turkish 
speaking lands, most displaced and evicted a�er the founding of the State of Israel (over 1.1 million). 
Mizrahim cons�tute just over half of the Jewish popula�on of Israel.) One of Rabbi Perez’ sons, Daniel, 



was a platoon commander in the armor brigade near Gaza and he and his tank and mates went missing 
a�er 10/7. It is the family’s hope and belief that he is being held cap�ve. We also met his son Yonatan, 
who like so many other soldiers and commanders, ran south to engage the enemy at the very risk of 
their lives. He rescued 20 soldiers and was shot through the thigh, but survived and was evacuated. 
Remarkably he and his new bride decided not to put off their wedding date and had only just celebrated 
their wedding. He was receiving permission to go back (as the sole known surviving son) to his role 
training paratroopers for combat. See htps://www.jpost.com/israel-news/ar�cle-769075 

From there we traveled to the campus of Ahim laHayim – Brothers for Life 
htps://www.brothersforlife.com – in Kfar Truman, not far from Ben Gurion Airport. They offer 
rehabilita�on, physical and emo�onal, to IDF soldiers who have been wounded in combat. Their process 
is to match each wounded soldier with a veteran of their program who have themselves suffered and 
surmounted a similar combat injury and have established full and fulfilling lives however different than 
earlier expected. These volunteer veterans are mentors for life, or as the name of the organiza�on 
proclaims: Brothers for Life. 

From there most of the group headed to Ben Gurion for our flights back to New York. 

It has been a week since I returned, and I am s�ll struggling to process all I experienced and saw and 
heard. I plan to share some of those reflec�ons tomorrow evening at Shabbat evening services.  Please 
join me there and then. 

I leave you with a prayer from my colleague and travel-mate from the mission, Rabbi Angela Warnick 
Buchdahl which embodies so much of my heart and mind and spirit a�er this journey. 

A Prayer for the Journey, for Jewish communi�es around the world: 

May it be your will, our God and God of our ancestors, to heal our broken hearts.  

For the babies, children, women, and men, for the elderly, for the Holocaust survivors, for all those who 
were murdered with cold cruelty in their houses and in their fields. For the hospitals filled with wounded. 
For the hundreds of thousands of frightened refugees. For the kidnapped of every nationality -- Jewish, 
Arab, Bedouin, Thai, Nepali – for all the innocent, taken without warning. For Israel’s soldiers who have 
courageously gone to fight a war they did not want. For the Arabs and Jews whose shared hope for peace 
has itself been kidnapped by the forces of hate. For Jews all around the world, children, students, and 
communities, who are now fearing for their lives. For the bitter hatred of Israel that has burst forth 
around the world, with the assault of terror on the human conscience.  

Please God, give us the strength not to be broken. Help us distinguish between darkness and light, 
between despair and hope, between terror and defense. Give us strength to uproot what is evil and 
protect the good. Give us the strength to stand steadfast, as one, from every religion and nation, in our 
refusal to let terror take over heart and conscience. May we never let terror trample the hope we share 
as Jews, as Israelis, as human beings, to be lovers of life, peace, and blessing.  

https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/article-769075
https://www.brothersforlife.com/


Please God, we do not know what awaits our world and we lift our pleas to you. May it be your will to 
lead us toward peace, to guide our steps toward peace, to show us the path toward peace, to enable us 
to reach our destination to life, to joy, and to peace. May you return all of the soldiers and kidnapped of 
Israel safely home to us, to a life of peace.  

Save us from every enemy, predator, and evildoer we may encounter on our path, and from every form of 
chaos, both physical and moral, that might enter our world. Grant us courage and compassion in your 
eyes and in the eyes of all who see us. For you are the one who hears our prayers and our pleas. Blessed 
are You, who hears prayer.  

May God bless you and keep you. 
May the light of God’s face shine on you and be gracious to you.                                                                  
May God’s face be lifted toward you and grant you peace.  


