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Dr. Lamm, Tradition’s founding editor, is Chancel-
lor of Yeshiva University.

REMEMBERING THE SIX-DAY WAR: 
THEN AND NOW

The comparison between “then and now” is depressing, and
immediately brings to mind the verse: “For forty years I was wea-
ried with that generation” (Ps.95). The stark contrast between

the triumphs and subsequent wide-spread euphoria of 1967 and the
national malaise of 2006-2007 demands careful and sober thought. 

I am concerned with three aspects of this latest chapter of Israeli his-
tory: the spiritual, the secular, and the emotional. By “spiritual” I mean
the religious; by “secular”—the military and political (which, as we shall
see, runs parallel with the religious); and by “emotional”—what appears
to be a novel psychological change in the character of Jews, especially
Israelis, as a result of the intermittent wars of the last 40 years. 

The parallelism I mentioned is really a Biblical theme, based on the
Joseph story, in which the “secular” part—the intrigues, the tragedies,
the relations of Joseph, his brothers, their father, and the Egyptians—is
experienced in tandem with the role of the spiritual or divine, as the
entire cast of characters finally understands that the two eventually
merge. In addition to this double lens, and perhaps more important, I
am intrigued by the emotional aspects of the past four decades with its
three major wars.

THE SIX DAY WAR

The Six Day War began, we are told by historian Michael Oren in his
important Six Days of War: June 1967, because of an accident—the
unintended delay by an ambassador in delivering a message to Jordan.
What was not an accident was the terror that gripped Israelis—and Jews
the world over in the days leading up to the war. Fear infiltrated the
highest levels of government and society, much like Jeremiah’s descrip-
tion of the Destruction of the First Temple (Jer.9:5)—that death
seemed to creep in through the windows. So ominous was the situation
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that even the Chief of Staff—Yitzhak Rabin—suffered a nervous break-
down. Begin recommended Ben Gurion, his long-time antagonist, to
head an emergency government. The Arabs, meanwhile, were supreme-
ly confident that they would push Israel into the Mediterranean. One
Syrian general predicted a victory over Israel in four days “at most.” 

In America, millions of Jews felt, like never before, that their fate as
well as the fate of Jews everywhere hung on Israel’s fate, and that
Israel’s very existence was now threatened. Only the army of Israel
could stand between survival and another Holocaust. Fear and panic
spread throughout the Jewish world.

But then all changed—radically. In six days, Israel won a surprising
and smashing victory, one which occasioned jubilation, even ecstasy, in
inverse proportion to the dread and near-panic that preceded it. It
inspired the whole people and lifted events out of the stream of ordinary,
every-day history. In a manner of speaking, 1967 proved more emotion-
ally uplifting than 1948. Emotions ran high, culminating in the theologi-
cal: Religious Jews saw the hand of Providence at work; a sense of
Messianic immediacy was in the air. Many decided, in the fullness of their
joy, to be proactive in hastening the Messiah’s slow pace—a Messianism
was born of rapture that was to gain political traction and persist until the
government decided to vacate Gaza (to the dismay of Messianic activists).
Even avowed secularists who could not bring themselves to speak of
“miracles,” except metaphorically, at least testified to the uniqueness of
the events of 1967. As one wit put it, they thanked the God whose exis-
tence they questioned or even denied. In a sense, this wide-spread eupho-
ria overwhelmed almost everyone’s sense of caution, and Israelis were
consequently unprepared for a less rosy future. In six days we went from
one extreme to the other of the psychological spectrum.

Unfortunately, almost as quickly as it came, the sense of national
joy evaporated as humble gratitude gave way to a much less noble inter-
pretation of the events of the war. Israeli military men boastfully reveled
in “demythologizing” the victory and took full credit for all the suc-
cessful accomplishments of the IDF. Not Providence, not faith, not
even luck or accident, but the Army’s superiority in power and creative
generalship gained the victory. Shockingly, some generals asserted that
there never was a threat of a massacre prior to June 1967; that all fears
of another Holocaust by the Arab armies were propaganda; that the
Army was in control of the situation all along. 

So, not only the poetry and the magic, the miracle and the exalta-
tion, but even the sense of relief (and perhaps even the justice of our



Norman Lamm

9

cause) were stolen from us retroactively. Israel’s power and the might of
its hand had begotten for us not wealth, but confusion and resentment
along with puffed up self-importance—and an image as unattractive as
it was unrealistic.

THE YOM KIPPUR WAR

That both conflicting emotions—the Messianic euphoria and the mili-
tary self-assurance—were unrealistic was proven by the Arab surprise
attack on Yom Kippur 1973, which punctured the balloon of Israel’s
imaginary invincibility. Israel was unprepared, the troops untrained for
war, supplies were largely unavailable when and where needed, and so
on. The successful counterattack by the Israelis, no matter how brilliant,
did not make up for the sudden feeling that we had all been “taken.”
Who knows what our situation would be had Nixon not intervened in
Israel’s favor? Jews began to look back wistfully to their youth when it
seemed that everything was so certain, so clear, so secure. Dying illu-
sions are painful, and also enraging. 

My mind, during this period, inevitably turned to the powerful pas-
sage in (Deut. 8: 11-18):

Beware lest you forget the Lord your God . . . lest when you have
eaten and are full and you say in your heart, “My power and the might
of my hand have gotten me this wealth.” But you should remember
the Lord your God: for it is He who gives you the power to get
wealth, that He may establish His covenant which He swore to your
fathers, as it is this day.

What happened to cause such a reversal of fortune? What happened
was that self-confidence morphed into arrogance, and arrogance into
unforgivable carelessness.

We forgot the God of Israel and learned nothing from the triumph
of the Six Day War and the near disaster of the Yom Kippur War. Soon
after the rescue engineered by the US in the latter event, the same pat-
tern began to reassert itself, like a plague that will not go away. The
Israeli leadership’s mentality continued in disdainful ignorance of the
lessons of that almost catastrophic war. Profoundly indifferent to its
own military and diplomatic failures and redolent of ingratitude towards
the Heavenly forces (however defined) that had come to our assistance,
it effectively presaged the dreadfully similar failures in 2006.
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This “wise and intelligent people” (Dt. 4:6) proved tragically unwise
and unintelligent, victimized by its own undisciplined emotions, and inca-
pable of learning from experience. The self-confidence, the reliance on
“My power and the might of my hand”—returned to haunt us in 2006 as
if the events of 1973 had never happened. After the Yom Kippur debacle,
the public was so exercised by the failures born of the self-assurance and
condescending neglect of realities by the Prime Minister and Secretary of
Defense that, as a result, both of them—Golda Meir and Moshe Dayan—
were deposed. This was an expensive warning to the Israelis that overcon-
fidence breeds defeat and constitutes a primal sin in the world of military
and international events—not to mention the Biblical world. 

Yet that is precisely what happened in a startling and painful repeat
of history in 2006. Except that, other than the resignation of the Chief
of Staff General Halutz, as of this writing the price for failure was
nowhere to be found.

In a Tradition Symposium (Summer 1968) I addressed my belief
that just as much of Jewish history since the destruction of the Temple
was an expression of hester panim, God hiding from us, as it were, so
was the Six Day War mystery an expression of its antonym, he’arat
panim, God smiling upon us, and that we now had a historic chance to
reconnect with the Almighty. It presented us with a magnificent historic
opportunity to realize the destiny of Israel as the “people of God,” thus
fulfilling the dreams of centuries. 

But that was not to be. Instead, we returned to our wonted ways.
In 1973 and again in 2006, when defeat and disaster stared us in the
face, we should have understood that this was another God-given
opportunity to turn to Heaven and pray that He break through His
hiddenness and turn to us His “Shining Face,” so that we might rededi-
cate ourselves to the spiritual heritage of our people—a heritage which
includes confidence but not overconfidence, hope but not haughti-
ness—which justifies the hopes and sacrifices suffered on its behalf.
Similarly, in the secular sense, the overweening self-confidence led to a
failure to prepare properly for the next military adventure by the
implacable Arab enemies. 

In sum, spiritually and militarily, we failed the tests of history. And
emotionally, we hit all the highs and all the lows.

The situation as of this writing is not comforting. Depression, as
one columnist wrote, is not the same as defeatism. But not everyone
saw it that way. So palpable and grievous was the gloom that, in the
September 1, 2006 issue of The Jewish Week, publisher Gary Rosenblatt
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wrote a front page article entitled, “Thinking the Unthinkable,” name-
ly, the possibility of a world without Israel. There already are signs,
especially in Europe, suggesting that the permanence of the State of
Israel is under serious question. 

Many Israelis felt despair deep in their hearts but were afraid to
articulate it—even to themselves. The depression was aggravated by a
sense of shame that we failed to show any vigor in pursuing the war,
that we were unprepared, that intelligence gathering was shabby, that
soldiers were reduced to using outdated equipment. The military in
whom Israelis placed so much confidence failed them. The idol indeed
had clay feet.

On another level, avant-garde leftist professors and journalists left
“ordinary” Israelis confused by the prominence of “post-Zionists”—
Israeli academics who questioned the morality of Israel’s founding and
essentially declared that it was a bastard State, born in sin. The obvious
conclusion, not often stated openly, was that we must return to the sta-
tus quo ante—no State of Israel, and the return of “the Wandering Jew”
ready to haunt the world for pity. Many of the same sophisticates demo-
nized core national values like heroism and fortitude, and regarded it as
politically correct to declare that “occupation” was the source of all evil,
that military power, once the pride of Israel, was identical with fascism,
and so the army, the most hallowed icon of the state, was transformed
into a term of derision. 

The army having failed us and the Left having left us without any
rights, Israel, it seemed, had largely lost its anchor.

Indeed, that pessimism was not made of whole cloth. Daniel Pipes
wrote, in December 2006: “If Islamists constitute 10% to 15% of the
Muslim population worldwide, they number some 125 to 200 million
persons, or a far greater total than all the fascists and communists, com-
bined, who ever lived.” A melancholy thought, indeed.

As if this were not enough, one sensed revulsion over the moral rot
uncovered in the series of stories of corruption throughout the leader-
ship in all segments of society. Everywhere one looked, one experienced
that sense of shame—the IDF, the Presidency, the political leadership,
even the Rabbinate. As the Israeli political scientist Yaron Ezrahi
observed, “the old timers committed suicide when they got caught.
Today, nobody bothers.” 

It would take a Sholom Aleichem to describe the black humor of
the situation: the proud, independent State of Israel acting like the
“Wise Men” of Chelm.
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Almost imperceptibly, Israel had begun to lose hope in the future.
Nothing better expresses the national sense of despair than the words
uttered by Prime Minister Olmert himself: “We have become tired of
fighting; tired of being arrogant; tired of winning; tired of defeating
our enemies.” Contrast that with the uplifting messages to their coun-
trymen by Churchill and Roosevelt which so inspired me as a youngster
in the ominous early days of World War II. 

“When the Lord returned the captivity of Zion,” the Psalmist
wrote, “we were as dreamers.” In retrospect, some of us may have been
“as dreamers,” but most of us—and soon pretty much all of us—were
sleepers with nothing more than our usual prosaic, self-centered dreams.
And we soon slipped altogether into the quagmire of nightmares.

In the immortal words of comic-strip character Pogo, “We have
met the enemy— and he is us.”

A bitter but consoling comment on the quality of contemporary lead-
ership: With all the dejection that now settles upon Israel like some nox-
ious miasma, especially because of the shame at all the corruption in high
places, one recalls Solomon’s cynical observation (Kohelet 3) that in the
place of justice and righteousness there is wickedness. However, one can
argue, counter-intuitively, that leaders who are personally corrupt but
politically honorable, working intelligently and devotedly for the welfare
of the people who elected them, are better than the reverse, i.e., leaders
who are personally honorable but disastrous in the conduct of their
offices. Maybe that is what the Sages meant when they said, rather sur-
prisingly, that it is best to appoint as a leader one whose background is
disgraceful (cited by Meiri to Yoma 22b); or, the equally puzzling but rel-
evant observation, that the reason King Saul’s reign did not endure was
that he was too “clean” (ibid.). Thus, Ariel Sharon was charged with alle-
gations of corruption, yet he was forgiven because the public believed
that his policies were correct and would increase their security.

It is my conviction that the emotional temperature of our people—
now too high, now too low—suggests that the Jewish people, and espe-
cially Israel, suffer from a mass psychological disorder. Without any
pretense of professional competence in this area, it seems to me that we
show many of the symptoms of being a bipolar people, indulging in
alternating episodes of mania and serious mass depression.

But we must not submit to this luxury of unthinking emotional
extremes.

The euphoria and the boastfulness both had short shelf-lives. We
must not be lulled into Messianic delusions or, alternatively, into extrava-
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gant self-confidence, and certainly not into yielding to despair. All
extremes lead us to distort reality and leave us open to fatefully wrong
decisions. Because History is merciless and unforgiving.

The Sages (Avot 1:6) gave us sage advice in the following cryptic
statement: “al titya’esh min ha-puranut,” literally, “do not despair of
punishment.” When things are going well, do not imagine that it will
always be that way; puranut, bad news, is always possible, like a tense
leopard about to spring on its prey. I suggest that the same brief pas-
sage can be read, with equal justification, as: “do not despair because of
punishment,” i.e., do not imagine that because life is full of threats and
injustices, that puranut, bad news, will always be your lot. (The choice
of the two translations depends upon whether the word “min”, is
meant “of”—the first, or “from,” the second. This may be what Meiri,
Ber. 60a, had in mind.)

After the Six Day War I was an optimist tinged with pessimism. Today
I am a pessimist tinged with optimism. Were I to graduate to a higher
degree of optimism, I would be like the Israeli in the anecdote who, when
asked if he’s an optimist or a pessimist, replied that he was an optimist. In
that case, his interlocutor wondered, “why do you look so bad?” His
answer: “Do you think it’s so easy to be an optimist these days?” 

No, it is not easy to be an optimist these days. But it is imperative
that we try, or at least act as if we are optimists with even more than a
tinge of pessimism.

That is called realism.
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