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FROM RABBI ZEMEL

MY JUDAISM IS
A JUDAISM OF
LIFE

DEAR FRIENDS,

As | watch events unfold in the West
Bank and Gaza, | hear myself and those
around me saying, “Jews don’t
do that” Didn’t Hillel teach

' that the entire Torah is cap-

~ tured in one simple sentence?
“What is hateful to you, do
not do to others.”

It is clear to me that
Benjamin Netanyahu is pursu-
ing an ill-conceived, brutal,
and harmful path simply as a way to
preserve his government and avoid
facing multiple corruption charges.

His ethical shortcomings are glaring. In
late 2022, the prime minister turned to
Jewish fascists and ultra-nationalists to
form a governing coalition. In so doing,
he revealed himself to be a man who
will stop at nothing to gain and hold
power. His actions bear that out.

Now, at this hour of need, Israel is
being led by the worst leader in all of
Jewish history. May this government fall
soon.

As | follow the devastating news,
recurring questions haunt me:

Do | have anything in common with
the ultra-nationalist Orthodox set-
tlers whose ideology and politics drive
Israel’s current government?

Are we of the same religion?

Following the sagacity of Hillel, the
answers require extensive commen-
tary. | have everything and nothing in
common with the settlers. Yes, we are
all Jewish, but as | learned as an under-
graduate, at any moment in time there
are many Judaisms being practiced. We
are Jewish in the sense of Jewish peo-
plehood and heritage. We have shared

CONTINUED ON PAGE 3 >

SUMMER:2024
SIVAN/TAMMUZ/AV 5784

. Empathize, Organize,
. Mobilize: Meet Rabbinic
Intern Evan Traylor

By STEVEN R. WEISMAN

EVERY PATH TO the commitment

. required of a rabbinical student is

¢ unique, but the one taken by Evan

¢ Traylor is especially unusual. Evan came
of age in Oklahoma City, where his
family’s small Reform synagogue was
established in 1903, four years before
Oklahoma became
a state.

“My religious
school class was
only 12 or 15 stu-

. dents,” he says.

: “When it’s that

: size, it really mat-
ters that people
show up. From
that experience, I

. got from my par-
ents the impor-
tance of being part

- of aloving and

. grounded Jewish

¢ community that was instrumental to my

. becoming a rabbi.”

: This summer Evan has joined Temple

. Micah as its Tisch/Star Fellowship rab-

* binic intern, after which he returns to

: Hebrew Union College (HUC) in New
York for his last year before gradua-
tion and ordination. Evan identifies as
Black and Jewish, and a Jew of Color—his
father’s ancestors experienced the hor-

. rors of slavery in North Carolina and his

. mother’s forebears escaped the Holocaust

. in Europe. His father, a physical therapy

. professor, was “Christianish” growing up

* in rural Oklahoma, but Evan was raised

in a Jewish home with his brother.

As a teenager, Evan became increas-
ingly involved with Jewish youth groups,
summer camps and other organiza-
tions while pursuing studies in political
science, Jewish studies, and leadership
studies at the University of Kansas. An

internship in the Washington, DC, pub-
lic school system, inspired by the call

to service of President Barack Obama,
eventually convinced him that his emo-
tional calling was spiritual, not politics
or public policy, though Evan’s wife
Lindsey Benjamin remains a public-
school teacher in New York.

At Kansas, Evan had written an
undergraduate thesis on Jewish “white
flight” from cities to suburbs after World
‘War II. After graduation, he joined
the Union of Reform Judaism, work-
ing in New York and Washington with

CONTINUED ON PAGE 6 >




“Every person shall sit under
his grapevine or fig tree with
no one to make him afraid.”
MICAH, CHAPTER 4, VERSE 4
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READING FOR PREPARATION (AND

PLAIN OLD FUN)

By Rielle Miller Gabriel

As summer rolls around, many of us turn to
our summer reading lists. While many adults
pick up a beach read to seek an escape

from the heaviness and stress of their daily
lives, our school-aged kids tackle the books
assigned to keep
their young minds
from turning to
mush over summer
break. Much like
our young congre-
gants, our Board
and Transition
Committee have
some important
reading to do this
summer. See below
for what’s on our list
to make sure we are
set for Rabbi Zemel’s
last year at Temple Micah.

Discovery Circle Learnings
Our congregation has made its way through

the first phase of our Transition Plan - the
Discovery Phase. The Transition Committee
and the Board will be spending time this
summer diving into the learnings you all
shared through participation in the over 20
Discovery Circle sessions held in March and
April. We know, at a high level, that our con-
gregation’s values have remained the same
since the Road Map project helped us articu-
late them five years ago. We are excited to
dig deeper into your feedback and under-
stand the nuanced differences that have
emerged. It will be critical for the Board and
Transition Committee to keep this feedback
top of mind as we prepare for the hiring of a
new senior rabbi in 2025.

Transition Plan

Now that we have finished the Discovery
Phase of our Transition Plan, it’s a good time
to re-read the Transition Plan in full. Our
Board and Transition Committee will be
doing just that this summer. We will focus

on what our plan says about the next phases,
what additional sub-committees are needed,
and how to continue to engage the full con-
gregation in these next steps. While we know

how important it is that we make the right
decisions for our future leadership, we also
understand the importance of getting this
next year right—celebrating Rabbi Zemel and
saying good-bye. Acknowledging what we are
losing will help us take the necessary steps
for the transition ahead. Transition is a pro-
cess we will move through (perhaps individu-
ally at different speeds), and ultimately our
Transition Plan will prepare us collectively for
the new opportunities and exciting changes
coming our way.

CCAR Interim Rabbi Hiring Guidelines
Our Transition Committee and our Interim

Rabbi Committee co-chairs will spend a

lot of time this summer studying the hiring
guidelines for interim rabbis set by the
Central Conference of American Rabbis
(CCAR). This is the leadership organization for
Reform rabbis in the U.S., and the organiza-
tion through which we are required to con-
duct the interim rabbi search (we are bound
by the rules of the Union of Reform Judaism
of which our congregation is a member).
Our committee already has a great head
start, since much of the paperwork needed
to describe Micah is similar to that which
we created for our 2023 cantor search (also
conducted through the CCAR). Additionally,
the learnings from the Discovery Circles will
help us provide updated language to describe
our congregation and what we find impor-
tant. We plan to have our application ready
for submission around the high holidays; the
timing recommended by the CCAR hiring
support staff.

As you can see, the Board and Transition
Committee have quite the reading list
assigned, and we are looking forward to the
time summer provides to get ready for the
upcoming year.

On a personal note, | am excited to finally
sit down and read Rachel Beanland’s The
House is on Fire. | picked up a copy after
attending her mesmerizing author talk on this
book at Micah last October, and am eager to
jump back into the story.

Whatever is on your reading list, | wish you
all a summer full of happy reading!
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Rabbi Zemel FROM PAGE 1)>

ancestry, language, history,
traditions, recipes, overlap-
ping books in our libraries,
and more.

But are we the same? No
matter how I strain to shout
NO! | cannot. Consider anthro-
pologist Clifford Geertz’s defi-
nition of religion: “A religion
is a system of symbols which
acts to establish powerful,
pervasive, and long-lasting
moods ...by formulating con-
ceptions of a general order of
existence.”

By this definition, we are
the same religion. We share the
same Torah, holidays, calendar
and ritual life. We live with the
same system of symbols.

Nevertheless, | oppose
almost everything that West
Bank Settler Judaism represents.
I do not even wish to grace it
with the modifier “Orthodox,”
which for me is a denigration of
what Orthodox Judaism has his-
torically stood for.

Sadly, West Bank Settler
Judaism has invaded the
world of American Orthodox

Judaism. For example, there
was, in the not-so-distant
past, near unanimous sup-
port in the Orthodox Jewish
community for the prohibi-
tion against Jews ascending
to or praying on the Temple
Mount in Jerusalem for fear of
violating Jewish laws pertain-
ing to ritual purity and priestly
status. Today, even in Modern
Orthodox circles, this prohibi-
tion has been whittled away
in response to the messianic
frenzy of Settler Orthodox
Judaism. Theirs is a vision of a
united Jewish Jerusalem that
displaces Palestinian Arabs
and replaces them with Jews.
In granting Jews ultimate con-
trol over the Temple Mount,
they would usurp the right of
Islamic hegemony granted by
Israel decades ago.

We American Jews, with
our liberal heritage, are
engaged in an unwelcome,
fierce family argument with
Jewish forces that combine
messianic delusions with a
political disdain for liberal
democracy. This is their phi-
losophy; theirs are the values

that rule Israel today.

To solve the current crisis,
we need strong voices of
moderation to wrest con-
trol on both sides, Jewish and
Palestinian. Some of you have
criticized me for not call-
ing out more frequently the
heinous atrocities, extremism,
barbarism, fascism and cru-
elty perpetrated by Hamas. |
understand and acknowledge
that. My response is that | can
only work to make change on
my side of the street.

In a recent post on his
blog “Slow Boring,” Matthew
Yglesias wrote:

“When | visited the West
Bank, someone told me that
the Crusader Kingdom of
Jerusalem lasted 200 years,
so Israel’s durability wasn’t so
impressive... But it’s (also) pos-
sible that (Israel will) find a
way to maintain occupation
indefinitely and/or encour-
age the bulk of Palestinians to
eventually leave. When you
have two peoples both insist-
ing on moonshot strategies
rather than trying to maximize
their core interests, the result

is violence and death.”

My Judaism, Micah’s Judaism,
is a Judaism of life. It demands
that we pursue both justice and
peace. This is my Zionism, the
only path for an enduring Israel
that my grandchildren could
ever come to love.

As | wrote this letter, |
was reminded by Jeannelle
D’Isa, who edits the Vine, that
I usually start the summer
by sharing my reading list.

In the past, | included such
deep thinkers as Michael
Walzer, Charles Taylor, John
Cottingham, Neil Postman
and Terry Eagleton. Not

this summer! An exhausting
year has me yearning for a
respite. My summer reading
list proudly includes books
by such wonderful detective
novelists as C.J. Box, William
Kent Krueger, Marcie Rendon
and Adrian McKinty. Daniel
Silva’s almost latest Israel
spy thriller is, of course, on
my list. Isn’t Jewish literature
filled with good, old- fash-
ioned storytelling? Go for it!

Shalom,

Rabbi Daniel G. Zemel
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TZEDAKAH

BUILDING IMPROVEMENT
FUND

IN HONOR OF

Pedro Andaverez becoming a
U.S. Citizen, by Betsy Broder
and David Wentworth

IN MEMORY OF

Jonny Billet, by Richard

Fitz and Kathy Spiegel

Brenda Levenson, by Ellen
Sommer, Marcia Stein

Celia Shapiro, by Ellen Sommer

Jane Louise Winston,
by Anita Solomon

ENDOWMENT FUND

IN MEMORY OF
Joan Braun Feld, by Philip Feld

GENERAL FUND

Robert Mayer

IN HONOR OF

Eleanor Hansel-Leader,

by Susan J. Leader

Aaron Saad becoming bar
mitzvah, by Rachel Dorman
and Nicholas Stark

Annie Worden becoming bat
mitzvah, by Pamela Nadell
Rabbi Zemel's many years of
leadership, by Robert Rackleff

IN MEMORY OF

Jonny Billet, by Lee Futrovsky and
Yael Traum, Lior and Sean Mackie
Rhoda Fidler, by Debra Knopman
Richard S. Greenfield, by Valerie
Barton and Sean Schofield

Rose C. Heller, Nettie Rogers,

and Julien Stehlik Paul

Mezey, by Marilyn Paul

Rabbi Lynne Landsberg,

by Dennis Ward

Brenda Levenson, by Lee

Futrovsky and Yael Traum, John
Laster, Paul and Jodi Triplett

Vivian and Gerald Liebenau,

by Arlene Reiniger

Marty Obrand, Rick Obrand,

and Pearl Obrand, by Lorri
Manasse and Russell Misheloff
Celia Shapiro, by Elizabeth Feigelson
and Bennett Solnick, Jocelyn Guyer
and Joshua Seidman, Willliam Kanter,
Joyce Lowenstein, Ronald Schimel

INNOVATION FUND

IN MEMORY OF
Chip Broder, by Betsy Broder
and David Wentworth

Isaac Green, by Barbara Green
Brenda Levenson, by Sheila Platoff

LEARNING FUND

IN HONOR OF
Rabbi Samantha Frank, by Rebecca
Claster and Stephen Leroy

IN MEMORY OF
Jonny Billet, by Miriam Grogan
Miriam Mintz Foster, by

Ronna and Stan Foster

Brenda Levenson, by Beverly

and Harlan Sherwat, Cecelia

and Mark Weinheimer

Celia Shapiro, by Mark
Gruenberg, Christopher Jarzynski,
Susan and Richard Lahne

LEGACY FUND

Estate of Rhoda Hyde

IN MEMORY OF
Esther Gutman Lederman, by Beth
Rubens and Brent Goldfarb

MICAH HOUSE FUND

Kenneth Liberstein

Rachel Moon and Steven
Zeichner Julie Schechter
Torres and Mauricio Torres

IN HONOR OF
Valerie Barton, by Patricia Schofield
Barbara and Larry Sherman

for Chanukah 2023, by Marian

and Roger Sherman

IN MEMORY OF
Jonny Billet, by Bobbie

and Ed Wendel

Brenda Levenson, by Elsie Heyrman
Klumpner, Susan and Richard
Lahne, Susan Morgenstein, the
Morgenstein and Levin Families
Vivian Liebenau, by Janet Liebenau
Lynn Harvey Rice, by Dena

Kahn and David Schur

Celia Shapiro, by Sharon

and Joseph Salus

MUSIC AND WORSHIP
FUND

IN HONOR OF
Henry Rosand becoming bar
mitzvah, by Harold Wertheimer
Nancy Piness for her

support, by Judy Hurvitz

IN MEMORY OF
Susan S. Blumenfeld, by

Norman Blumenfeld

Jack Chernak, by Beverly

and Harlan Sherwat

Rhoda Fidler, by Miriam Grogan
My mother, Ruth Goldberg,

by Nancy Raskin

Burt Greenstein, by Bayla White
Brenda Levenson, by Ed Grossman
and Rochelle Stanfield, Mark
Gruenberg, Stuart and Frances
Schwartz, Bayla White

Celia Shapiro, by Claire

Rubin, David Stevens

John C. Ward, by Alice Greenwald

RABBI BERAHA
DISCRETIONARY FUND

Nathan Brower and Iveta Bakalova

IN MEMORY OF
Jonny Billet, Celia Shapiro,
by Robert Dorfman

RABBI CRAWLEY
DISCRETIONARY FUND

Mark Mazo

IN HONOR OF
The B'nai Torah class, by Jim Roumell
and Debbie Billet-Roumell

Our lovely Seder, by Miriam Grogan

IN MEMORY OF

Brenda Levenson, by
Naomi Levenson Schaffer
and Daniel Levenson

Celia Shapiro, by Robert Dorfman

RABBI SLAKMAN
DISCRETIONARY FUND

IN MEMORY OF

Nancy Baum, Lois Broder,
Herman Levine, by Beth
Rubens and Brent Goldfarb
Brenda Levenson, Celia Shapiro
by Robert Dorfman

Sidney Reiff, by Isabel

Reiff and Lee Pasarew

Doris Luterman Surick, by
Ronna and Stan Foster

RABBI ZEMEL
DISCRETIONARY FUND

Fran Dauth

IN HONOR OF

Jodi Enda, who organized the
Susan Werner concert on
April 7th, by Julie Stufft

IN MEMORY OF

Rhoda Fidler, by Jean

Nordhaus, Helaine Palmer

Jack Millstein, by David Skorton
and Robin Davisson

Celia Shapiro, by Andy Elisburg,
Jim Roumell and Debbie Billet-
Roumell, Alexandra Zapruder and
Craig Dye, Marjorie Zapruder

RABBI DANIEL GOLDMAN
ZEMEL FUND FOR ISRAEL

Scott Weiner

IN MEMORY OF
Gloria Appel, by Betsy Broder
and David Wentworth

Rhoda Fidler, by Lucy
and David Asher

Brenda Levenson, by Lucy and
David Asher, Peggy Banks, Judy and
Jack Hadley, Myra and Mark Kovey,
Sharon and Joseph Salus, Naomi
Levenson Schaffer and Daniel
Levenson, Bobbie and Ed Wendel

My beloved wife, Celia,
by Robert Dorfman

Celia Shapiro, by Martha and

David Adler, Larry Bachorik and

Gail Povar, Peggy Banks, Elka and
Sidney Booth, Lora and Frank
Ferguson, Ed Grossman and
Rochelle Stanfield, Judy and Jack
Hadley, Myra and Mark Kovey, Barry
Mankowitz, Susan Morgenstein, the
Morgenstein and Levin Families, Geri
Nielsen, Janet Robertson, Cecelia
and Mark Weinheimer, Bobbie

and Ed Wendel, Bayla White

STOREFRONT

IN HONOR OF
Henry Rosand becoming bar
mitzvah, by Harold Wertheimer

IN MEMORY OF

Nancy Baum, Jonny Billet, Judah
Mattathias Bornstein Kona,

Lois Broder, Burton Greenstein,
Brenda Levenson, Martin
Mayblum, Celia Shapiro, by
Roberta and Morton Goren

SUKKAT SHALOM

IN MEMORY OF
Jonny Billet, by Elka and Sidney
Booth, Jared Blum and Kate
Kiggins, Susan Morgenstein

Olga Lehmann, by Richard Lehmann

Brenda Levenson, by Jessica
and Harry Silver

Celia Shapiro, by Lisa Saks and
Lawrence Lynn, Beverly and Harlan
Sherwat, Jessica and Harry Silver

TZEDEK (SOCIAL JUSTICE)

FUND
Nancy and Donald Elisburg
IN HONOR OF

Rabbi Samantha Frank, by
Amada Echeverria

Hineni, by Stephen Rockower
and Ann Sablosky

Paul Rockower, by Beverly
and Harlan Sherwat

IN MEMORY OF
Carley Broder, by Betsy Broder
and David Wentworth

Jeanne Lehmann Dillon,
by Richard Lehmann

Gabriel Milanese, Jonathan
Wentworth, by Douglas Grob
and Hiromi Maruyama

Robert Salzberg, by Stanley
and Ellen Brand

Celia Shapiro, by Rita Meek, Naomi
Levenson Schaffer, Henk Van Beijeren

This list reflects donations
received February 1-April 30,
2024. Every effort has been
made to ensure its accuracy,
but if there are any errors or
omissions please accept our
apologies. For corrections or
clarifications, please contact
Rhiannon Walsh in the
temple office. Thank you.
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MAZAL TOV

Judy and Mark Aronson, on the birth of
their grandchild, Ruby Brooke Sena

Lindsay Ellis and Kristian Lenderman, on the
birth of their child, Asa Julian Lenderman-Ellis

Mary Beth Schiffman and David
Tochen, on the birth of their
grandchild, Reese Dylan Tochen

THE TEMPLE MicAH COMMUNITY
extends its deepest condolences to:

DEBrA BERKE, on the death of her former
mother-in-law, Marion Ruth Bodner

Gary CARLETON, on the death of his mother,
Barbara L. Carleton

Lora FErGUsoN, on the death of her cousin,
Diana Faber Gaizband

Lee FuTrovsky, on the death of his mother,
Celia Shapiro

VicToriA GREENFIELD, on the death of her
father, Richard Greenfield

SunnNy KaPrLAN, on the death of her sister,
Robin Kaplan

StepHANIE KAUFMAN, on the death of her uncle,
Simon Jeruchim

JiLuian LEviNg-Sisson, on the death of her
father, Hall Sisson

BeNjaMIN RICHTER, on the death of his mother,
Roslyn Rachel Richter

DANNY RosE, on the death of his mother,
Nancy Snyderman Rose

STEPHAN SEABROOK, on the death of his father,
David George Seabrook

Jenna UmaNsky, on the death of her friend,
Tiffany Bailey

Tae TempLE MicaH COMMUNITY, on the death
of our member, Alice Weinstein

May their memories be for a blessing.

SUMMER 2024 ©

Have You Wondered
About the Future of
Temple Micah and
American Judaism?

You can be part of ensuring our legacy for
decades to come. We ask you to join us in
preserving and expanding all that we value

at Temple Micah through a planned gift from
your estate. There are several ways to give: by
will, a percentage of your retirement fund, or
even a paid-up life insurance policy. To learn
more, reach out to Noel Salinger and Jim
Hamos at plannedgiving@templemicah.org.
They will contact you and explain how your
generosity will truly make a difference.

FOR YOUR
SUMMER
CALENDAR...

With July 4th being on a Thursday, this means an extra
celebratory four-day weekend for a lot of people. But
let’s take a moment to look forward to a few of the
lesser-recognized days of summer:

July 7 — World Chocolate Day

July 20 — International Moon Day (guess why)
July 28 — World Nature Conservation Day
August 8 — International Cat Day

August 12 — International Youth Day

August 17 — Nonprofit Day

August 19 — World Humanitarian Day

and to wrap up seasonal summer:

August 31 — National Eat Outside Day
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TURNING TO THE TALMUD:
DARK HUMOR, DEFIANCE,
AND REVERENCE

By RaBBr HEALY SLAKMAN

During the slower summer months, |
make it a priority to catch up on the
many books and texts that pile up on
my nightstand over the course of the
busier year. Mixed in with recommenda-
tions from the Zemels, Leonard Cohen’s
poetry books, and collections of short
stories are printed passages suggested
by friends and teachers who know | have
a soft spot for the unsavory and absurd
stories of the Talmud. I love finding and
reading these passages because they are
not only shocking and entertaining, but
reveal dark yet profoundly wise layers of
ancient Jewish humor.

One Talmudic tale of this genre has
occupied my thoughts since October
7th. The Sanhedrin introduces a Jewish
man named Sabbeta who gives rides
on his donkey for a living. One day, as
Sabbeta is giving a woman a ride, they
pass “Peor,” an idol-worshiping site.
The woman requests a stop to wor-
ship the idol, leaving Sabbeta seeth-
ing with outrage at the misuse of his
services to support idolatry. When the
woman returns, Sabbeta, consumed
by anger, decides to enter the idol’s
abode himself. His passenger ques-
tions, “Aren’t you Jewish?”

“What do you care?” Sabbeta
mutters, already on his way. Inside,
Sabbeta defecates before the idol—
with the goal of demeaning the idol
and the practice of idol worship to
the fullest extent. On his way out,
he runs into the priests of Peor, and
to his surprise, they begin to praise
him and thank him. “No person has
ever worshiped Peor before with such
excellent and creative form!”

Sabbeta’s appeal is in fact valid— a
drive to confront what’s perceived
as offensive or threatening, a quest
for control and autonomy amidst
uncertainty, and a steadfast resolve
to challenge wrongdoing. However,
since October 7th, amidst the flood
of images and narratives from Israel
and Gaza and the varied slogans and
stances of different groups in the
West, | have been thinking about
the ways in which acts of vehement
opposition can sometimes strengthen
the very forces they seek to resist.

In his rage, Sabbeta’s fixation on the
idol, even in disdain, even in his desire
to eliminate it, paradoxically rein-
forced its influence. His degrading

act required him to, in some sense,

degrade himself: he stands literally
naked, exposed, and vulnerable before
the idol. The story reminds us that
profound acts of destruction often
entail intimate engagement.

As we confront both literary and
literal battlegrounds of summer, 'm
left wondering—how do we inherently
expose ourselves when we engage in
acts of destruction? When do impas-
sioned acts of destruction blur the
line between defiance and reverence?
What does it mean to worship if even
an act as base as defecation can be
considered a form of veneration?

In a world where anything with-
out vitality can become an idol, faced
with the impulse to confront offen-
sive forces, maintain autonomy in
unsettling situations, and combat
injustice, how do we worship, act,
and resist in ways that align with our
deepest values? How can our actions
bring us closer to holiness, peace, and
who we aspire to be?

the height of COVID, mostly
with professors based in
Jerusalem.

‘While living in
Washington some years ago,
Evan visited Temple Micah
a few times and has been
recruited to serve as rab-
binic intern by Rabbi Larry
Hoffman, who runs the Tisch
program and is a longtime
friend of Temple Micah.
“When I was growing up, I

and Palestinians will know

a true and lasting peace.
‘With hope, we will protect
immigrants and refugees,

and we will end the plague of
gun violence in this country.
With hope, young Jews will
continue leading our commu-
nity and world in remarkable
ways. And with hope, we
will empathize, organize, and
mobilize to make our wildest
dreams come true. ¢

didn’t have cantors or rabbis
who looked like me,” Evan
says. “If we want to build a
Jewish community as strong
as possible, broad representa-
tion has to be part of it.”

A sermon by Evan posted
on his website seems to
summarize his approach to
Judaism: “With hope, we will
celebrate the truly inspiring
diversity of our Jewish com-
munity. With hope, Israelis

Evan FROM PAGE 1>

students and young adults,
with “a big focus on ‘audacious
hospitality, changing the
structures of Jewish life that
keep people with marginal
identities away from Jewish
structure.” He has served

as North American presi-
dent of NFTY, the Reform
movement’s youth organiza-
tion, and started his studies
at HUC in 2020, online, at
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By Rabbi Josh Beraha

To comprehend the complex-
ities of the conflict in Gaza,
one must delve into the piv-
otal moments of the region’s
history. These include well-
known events like the Israeli
War of Independence in
1948, the Six-Day War of 1967,
and two Palestinian uprisings.
But the origins of these con-
flicts stretch back decades,
and a recent book offers
insight into this foundational
history.

The book, Palestine 1936:
The Great Revolt and the
Roots of the Middle East
Conflict, by journalist Oren
Kessler (Rowman & Littlefield,
2023), is an indispensable and
richly researched resource.

In telling stories from the
pre-state era, Kessler avoids
advocacy for a particular side,
instead providing immersive
personal accounts of key
individuals involved in the
region’s history, including the
British Colonial Secretary,
Malcolm MacDonald—

“the one man in the world
most singly responsible for
Palestine,” Kessler writes.

MacDonald was central
to the events unfolding in
the British mandate gov-
erning Palestine and in the
wake of Lord Robert Peel’s
famous 400-plus-page report,
released in 1937, which pro-
posed a partition of the land,
two states for two peoples
(still the basis for peace
negotiations today). Two
years later, in 1939, there was
still no partition, giving the
young and newly appointed
MacDonald an opportunity
to try his hand at a resolu-
tion to the conflict.

Time was not in his favor.
With violence escalating in
Palestine and Hitler’s aggres-

sive military actions caus-
ing anxiety across Europe,
MacDonald wrote a memo
to the Queen’s government,
declaring it was time to
“alter radically our outlook
on the Palestine problem.”

He soon convened a con-
ference in London to give
each side an opportunity to
argue their points. The Arab
delegation refused to be
in the same room with the
Zionists, so the opposing fac-
tions took turns in front of
MacDonald.

Representing the Jewish
Agency, Chaim Weizmann
spoke first, making the case
for the Zionists. Though he
had been making his argu-
ment for decades, he now
cited the dramatic rise in
violence against Jews across
Europe and Russia as neces-
sitating creation of a refuge
for Jews. “Do you realize, Sir,
that even if | were so bold
as to ask for a very large
figure of immigration—let me
say 70,000-80,000 a year for
the next five years—it would
scarcely affect five per-
cent of the people who are
doomed to destruction.” He
added, “If Moses had chosen
to bring us to America, our
problem would have been
easy, but he did not choose
to do so, and he is not here
to discuss it.”

The Arab delegation, led
by Jamal Husseini, a member
of the Husayni family of
Jerusalem, declared the next
day: “The Arabs believe that
their case was one of self-
evident justice. It rests on
the natural right of a people
to remain in undisturbed
possession of their coun-
try”” He denied any ill feel-
ings toward the Zionists and

added, “it was the case of a
population, by nature peace-
ful and hospitable, trying

to preserve the integrity of
their country and to pre-
vent the land to which they
were deeply attached from
being forcibly converted into
a national home for another
people.”

After weeks of conten-
tious meetings, MacDonald
put forth a recommendation
which limited Jewish immi-
gration and recommended a
process that would lead to
Palestinian statehood where
Jews would be a minority.

Though some in the
Arab world welcomed
MacDonald’s recommen-
dations, the Arab Higher
Committee, led by Hajj
Amin, the grand mufti of
Jerusalem, rejected it out-
right, saying, “Palestine shall
be independent within an
Arab federation and shall
remain forever Arab.”

The Zionists also
expressed discontent mostly
because of the restric-
tions on Jewish immigra-
tion. Where might the Jews
of Europe find sanctuary?
Within weeks, Jewish under-
ground military factions in
Palestine abandoned their
policy of restraint and
began to assault Arab civil-
ians of Palestine. David Ben-
Gurion, the de facto head
of Israel and soon to be
the country’s prime minis-
ter, adopted a new motto:
“We are faced, in the age
of Hitler, with the neces-
sity of combative Zionism.”
Weizmann echoed this sen-
timent. “War is coming,” he
wrote, “Terrible tragedies
are on our doorstep.”

That summer, in August of

.

1939, Weizmann addressed a
meeting of the World Zionist
Congress: “We will work,
fight and live, until the days
of calamity are passed. See
you in peace.”

But peace was not in the
near future. Several weeks
later, Germany invaded
Poland, and though some
Jews were able to emigrate
to the region (one of the
only places that would take
them), the calamity that
Weizmann knew was coming
soon claimed the lives of six
million Jews.

After the war, the British
handed over control of the
region to the United Nations,
and Israel declared itself
a state. As we are aware,
the dispute persists, grow-
ing more intricate with each
passing day, like an endlessly
unfolding fractal.

Reading Palestine 1936
today, against the backdrop
of the war in Gaza makes
one realize that, at vari-
ous points, the prospect of
a two-state solution was
within reach, or at the least,
conceivable. May we live
to see that day. Until then,
it is upon us to read books
like Kessler’s that offer a
nuanced understanding of
the complexities shaping the
region, fostering informed
discourse amidst the con-
tinuing challenges.




