EDITOR’S NOTE
SHALL I REJOICE IN THE SECOND MONTH?

T

he fall of the Soviet Union coincided with his first Yamim
Noraim in the pulpit. My student wanted me to hear the gist of
the sermon he was planning for Rosh Hashana. He intended to
talk about our hope for the realization of the kingdom of God throughout the world. The collapse of Communism, he wanted to preach, was
a sign of the imminent unfolding of universal redemption so prominent
in our prayers for the day.
Were these events not all the more wonderful, I asked, given that
almost all statesmen and academic experts had failed to anticipate the
rapid change in Russia and throughout Eastern Europe? He was quick to
agree. But in that case, I continued, what right have we to credit our
optimistic evaluation of the emerging new world order? Will liberal capitalist Russia be more of a paradise than its predecessor? Will other threats
replace the Communist menace? Is it not likely that our dreams and
prophecies will prove as unreliable a guide to the future as the conventional wisdom, based on seemingly trustworthy data and assured theories?
My skepticism was more than an appeal to experience. I was also
implying a theological outlook. We hope for the day when “all humankind will call Your Name” not because the empirical evidence points in
that direction, certainly not because we are convinced that human nature
has improved radically, but because God has promised it through His
faithful prophets. Therefore it is neither prudent nor authentic to rest our
Messianic faith on the vicissitudes of political and cultural prognostication.
The Yom Kippur War shook the overconfidence of the Israeli public, both the profane assurance that military preparedness would deter
massive Arab aggression and the religious certitude that redemption
was unfolding smoothly. In the aftermath of that war, R. Yehuda Amital
wrote to defend the view that the founding of Israel could still be
regarded in eschatological terms. He reminded his readers that all good
things, including the land of Israel, are acquired through suffering, and
that it was unreasonable to expect ultimate redemption to be any different. The fact that the war broke out against the background of the
establishment of Israel as a state, and the involvement of the imperial
powers, are indications of the Messianic struggle. Furthermore, he
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argued, Israel was caught off-guard and almost overrun in the first days
following the surprise attack on Yom Kippur, and this makes even clearer the exceptional nature of Israel’s recovery and triumph.
Thirty years ago I dismissed these explanations, not because I found
them specious—after all, I believed in the value of suffering, and the
way Israel’s wars became entangled in superpower politics fit the letter
and the spirit of the Biblical prophecies, but because, as ad hoc theories
proposed after the event, they seemed like special pleading. What
knowledge could be gained from such reasoning?
Upon re-reading R. Amital’s essay, however, I am not only impressed
by the appropriateness of his biblical interpretation. I am struck by the
opening sentence, so characteristic of R. Amital’s indomitable common
sense, which I had ignored then, but which seemed a belatedly discovered
response to my youthful indifference: “A Jew, who believes that events
touching on the life of the Jewish people are directed by divine Providence—it is natural for him (tiv’i lo) to ask about their meaning and significance.”
Note the simple unapologetic word tiv’i. One could justify inquiry
about the meaning and significance of the past solely on pure halakhic
grounds: suffering entails an obligation to repent, and good fortune an
obligation of gratitude. These obligations do not require speculation
about the global purport of historical events; it is enough that we
understand what God requires of us here and now. Yet R. Amital recognizes the natural human need to place our personal experience within a
larger historical context. As creatures with a past, we reach out to comprehend our past; as creatures with a future, we anticipate what lies in
store for us and for our posterity.
Most of us observe the anniversary of Yom Yerushalayim, the day in
1967 the Israeli army reunited the city of Jerusalem after nineteen years
during which Jews had been barred from the Old City and the Western
Wall. The recurring day, like Yom ha-Atsma’ut, the date on which the
State of Israel declared its independence in 1948, is a perennial occasion
to examine the meaning and significance of these events.
The enormous difference Israeli independence makes in our lives as
Jews is as clear today as it was 59 years ago. Perhaps it is clearer today.
For at the time one could not be certain the state would prove viable
for long. Though not all the cherished hopes invested in the dream of
renewed Jewish self-government in the land of Israel have come true—
dreams of moral excellence, social harmony, the flourishing of culture,
religious return, and the restoration of our ancient institutions—and

2

Shalom Carmy
the passage of generations and the pace of structural change make some
of them ever more remote, the brute difference between having the
state and not having it is undeniable.
The external forms of observing Yom ha-Atsma’ut have evolved. The
secular politician-educators of the 1950’s, with their penchant for ersatz
ceremonialism and the fond belief that it was their destiny to transform
the language and practices of Judaism into new national rituals suitable
to their ideological certitudes, eagerly invented new Haggadot, complete
with Seder plate, and half-heartedly crusaded for their adoption.
Religious Zionists created their own rituals, and some viewed the recitation of Hallel with a berakha as a litmus test of political correctness
rather than as a question of Halakha.
The people, for their part, turned their backs on top-down innovation, and fashioned for themselves a day more like Purim than like
Pesah, a festival of barbecue and plastic hammers. Perhaps they knew,
instinctively, that Israeli independence, to this point, is more about
physical survival and material advancement, than it is about spiritual
revolution and the creation of a “new Jewish man.”
Unfortunately, Yom Yerushalayim is increasingly regarded as a
parochial holiday of some Orthodox Zionists. For me, and probably for
most of you, it was always inextricably linked, not just with the unification of the Old City of Jerusalem with its modern Jewish expansion,
but with the salvation of 1967. Nasser’s demand to close the Straits of
Tiran, the bellicose act of a bully, threatened, if unanswered, to serve as
a prelude to further acts of aggression, with no end in sight. At the conclusion of the war, Israel's territorial claustrophobia seemed resolved for
the time being, and though stable peace in the region was still infinitely
distant, it seemed easier to imagine. For others, more demanding and
optimistic in their national-religious dreams, the hopes were higher, and
had a distinctly eschatological accent. Over the years, the legacy of the
war has become harder to define, for all of us. Yet, by continuing to
mark both of these days in Iyyar, the Biblical “second month,” we
invite the question: what is this observance to you?
This year, as we commemorate the fortieth anniversary of the Six
Day War, Tradition invited remarks from our founding editor, Rabbi
Norman Lamm, who has been a leader of Orthodoxy and Religious
Zionism in the United States from his student days, when Israel was not
yet a state among the nations, until today. We value his retrospective
wisdom and prospective guidance in thinking about the meaning and
significance of these events.
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This year we are still asking questions about Israel's most recent war,
which took place last summer. It was widely noted that this was the first
of Israel's wars since 1948 in which a large portion of the civilian population was at the mercy of the enemy. To be sure, an exception could be
made for the Gulf War, during which Iraq retaliated against the
American-led coalition by firing SCUD missiles at Israeli cities. Back
then, however, Israel chose not to respond, and the enemy was decisively defeated in any event by other military powers. This time Israel was
ostensibly prepared; in fact it was Israel that chose to respond to localized aggression by mounting a full-scale offensive. Unlike all its other
wars, this one was marked by a tragic and disproportionate number of
enemy civilian deaths. This was due, not only to the terrorists’ familiar
propensity for concealing themselves among civilians, much as ordinary
criminals shield themselves behind hostages, nor was it the product,
God forbid, of unusual ferocity and inhumanity on the part of the
Israeli forces. Ineffective, morally costly tactics, in this case, were comparable to the breakdowns of the supply system once ground troops
were massed in Lebanon. They reflected overall military shortcomings.
For unlike all its other wars, including the Yom Kippur War, when Israel
was taken by surprise, this one did not end in triumph. Even Israeli
arms are not invincible.
The immediate failure of the Israeli armed forces to achieve their
legitimate goals does not endanger the security of the state. Unlike
1948, 1967 or 1973, there was no threat that Israel would be overrun.
Unlike the situation in Great Britain during the terrible spring of 1940,
it remained possible for those politicians so disposed to act as if nothing
catastrophic had happened.
Nonetheless it is natural to wonder about the meaning and significance of such events. Specifically, for those who adhere to the halakhic
outlook, it is necessary for us to ask how we are to respond to adversity.
Mostly we have heard variations on old political opinions and by
now well-rehearsed religious convictions. Of course the fact that these
views are well known does not mean that they are wrong. And indeed
the evidence of recent events may sway individuals who rejected or dismissed these opinions in the past.
Yet I venture to say that few people have altered their convictions.
They may have given up on old hopes without finding new reasons for
hope. By now it seems that all the ideological options have been tried,

4

Shalom Carmy
as Rabin and Peres replaced Shamir, to be replaced, after the almost
unimaginable trauma of Rabin’s assassination, by Netanyahu, who was
turned out by Barak, who in turn fell to Sharon, who turned on his
own past and was succeeded by Olmert. Disillusionment is better than
illusion, at least from an academic standpoint. But disillusionment, cynicism and despair are a mood, not a response.
Our current crop of politician-orators likes to quote Churchill.
Meanwhile, new works on Lincoln constantly appear and find readers.
Israel's present predicament is not quite as desperate as Churchill’s. At
the same time, of course, the Union had an option unavailable to Israel:
the Union would have prospered even had the South seceded; the
North prevailed, not out of necessity, but out of choice. In the long run
Israel has no choice, if its citizens are to survive.
Nevertheless, I found myself thinking of Lincoln. Not only Lincoln
the moral visionary, whose eloquence spans the intervening centuries,
who injected religion into American public life as never has been done
before or since, when he spoke to the American people about God's
inscrutable will and terrifying justice. I thought of Lincoln the neophyte
President, first failing to defuse an unprecedented crisis, then waging
war painfully aware of his own lack of military experience. Nobody
knew what would happen next, but reasonable people expected that the
Union army, once brought into battle, would break the rebellion and
restore order.
The long-awaited initiative came at Bull Run. The smoke and din
could be observed from Washington. The battle could have gone either
way. It was not until Monday, after several days fighting, that the
defeated Union troops broke and fled—“a horrible march of twenty
miles, returning to Washington baffled, humiliated, panic-struck” (to
quote Walt Whitman’s description in Specimen Days): “the dust, the
grime and smoke, in layers, sweated in, followed by other layers again
sweated in, absorbed by those excited souls—their clothes all saturated
with the clay-powder filling the air—stirred up everywhere on the dry
roads and trodden fields by the regiments, swarming artillery, &c.—all
the men with coating of murk and sweat and rain.” And Whitman asks:
“Where are the vaunts, and the proud boasts with which you went forth?
Where are your banners, and your bands of music, and your ropes to
bring back your prisoners?”
Whitman provides a magnificent description of the scene in Washington—the beaten soldiers, “queer-looking objects, strange eyes and
faces, drenched (the steady rain drizzles on all day) and fearfully worn,
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hungry, haggard, blistered in the feet,” those citizens who offer them
food and comfort, and the many voices of despair, counseling capitulation and abdication. And then Whitman begins a new chapter (omitted
from the abridged versions) entitled: “The Stupor Passes—Something
Else Begins.” Here is what he says about Lincoln:
The President, recovering himself, begins that very night—sternly, rapidly sets about the task of reorganizing his forces. . . . If there were
nothing else of Abraham Lincoln for history to stamp him with, it is
enough to send him with his wreath to the memory of all future time,
that he endured that hour, that day, bitterer than gall . . . that it did not
conquer him—that he unflinchingly stemmed it, and resolved to lift
himself and the Union out of it.

Pundits, rabbis not excluded, are called upon to interpret the signs
of the times. When Communism falls, when our projects prosper, they
fuel uncritical speculative jubilation. In times of trouble we are equally
tempted to find comfort in our own panaceas, free of the responsibilities of execution. All along we indulge in the enjoyable verbal pastime
of extolling some leaders and (more often) denigrating those who displease us at the moment. It would be easy for a newly minted rabbi of
today to inaugurate his sermonic career by lamenting that our current
statesmen are so unlike the heroes of the past and so unequal to the
tasks they were elected to do.
It is, of course, unfair to compare contemporary political leaders,
working under a different bureaucratic system, with Lincoln, viewed
with the benefit of hindsight and through the lens of a great poet who
worshipped him. But the will to persevere in the face of the worst failures and misfortunes is still a cardinal virtue for our leaders and for the
rest of us.
Hence, one unambiguous message of the 2006 war is that there are
no easy or quick solutions, either diplomatic or military, that can guarantee the survival of the Jewish people in the land of Israel. Whether or
not the portentous days of Iyyar remain forever in our calendars as days
of joy may depend less on the firepower of our rhetoric or the ingenuity
of our homiletic tricks than on our collective ability to live fruitfully
under these conditions for the foreseeable future.
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