Sermon for the First Night of Rosh Hashanah - 5772
Peace Making and Truth Telling
Rabbi Wayne Franklin
This High Holy Day Season is our season for Peace Making. We are supposed to do Teshuva by appealing to those we may have injured in some way for forgiveness. Doing Teshuva - turning around or repentance - is intended to lead to reconciliation and peace.  Peace is based on Truth; all our efforts to turn our lives around for the better must be grounded in telling the truth. 
Our ancient rabbis knew that getting to the truth is difficult. They point out to us, in the Midrashic collection known as the Yalkut Shimoni, that the letters of the Hebrew word for Truth - א-מ-ת (Emet: Alef-Mem-Tav)- are far apart from one another in the alphabet. א (Alef)- 1st letter; מ (Mem) is in the middle of the alphabet; ת (Tav) - is the very last letter. In contrast, the letters for the word falsehood - ש-ק-ר (Sheker: Shin, Kuf, Resh) - come close together in the alphabet - קרש (Kuf, Resh, Shin) in that order at the end of the alef-bet. They conclude that Truth is hard to attain, but Falsehood is readily at hand.
This past week we were treated to a smorgasbord of speeches at the UN - some containing truth, some ignoring truth. President Obama spoke the truth when he urged the assembled delegates to: 
“... be honest with ourselves: Israel is surrounded by neighbors that have waged repeated wars against it. Israel's citizens have been killed by rockets fired at their houses and suicide bombs on their buses. Israel's children come of age knowing that throughout the region, other children are taught to hate them. Israel, a small country of less than eight million people, looks out at a world where leaders of much larger nations threaten to wipe it off of the map. The Jewish people carry the burden of centuries of exile and persecution, and fresh memories of knowing that six million people were killed simply because of who they are. Those are facts. They cannot be denied.”
Some people call this historical awareness a “Massada Complex” or a “Holocaust Complex” Whatever it is - it is true - and whether we like it or not, it is part of our psyche; it’s in the baggage we bring whenever we evaluate someone’s stance which affects our survival. 
The President went on to say that “The Jewish people have forged a successful state in their historic homeland. Israel deserves recognition. It deserves normal relations with its neighbors. And friends of the Palestinians do them no favors by ignoring this truth, just as friends of Israel must recognize the need to pursue a two-state solution with a secure Israel next to an independent Palestine.” 
I applaud the President’s truthfulness. No reconciliation can take place for Israelis and the Jewish people if our rights to simply live in peace are not acknowledged and respected. 
I also applaud the President’s affirmation of the need for a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Avoiding a solution,  playing a waiting game, like some in both Israel and in Palestine would like to play, hoping to gain a better deal or an upper hand in time to come, only invites more loss of life, more wasted money, more misery for both communities, and the world around them.
But truth also has to emanate from the region itself; truth cannot only come from Washington. It must come from the disputants in the region. The speeches in the UN left me yearning from more truth. There were many things about Mahmoud Abbas’ celebrated address which disappointed me. In particular, he presented himself as coming, as he said,  “from the Holy Land, the land of Palestine, the land of divine messages, ascension of the Prophet Muhammad(peace be upon him) and the birthplace of Jesus Christ (peace be upon him), to speak on behalf of the Palestinian people....”
Mr. Abbas failed to mention the starting point of  monotheistic “divine messages” in the “holy land.” Our ancestors received divine messages and recognized the holiness of that land, which he calls only Palestine, long before there was Christianity or Islam. I believe it is not accidental the he omitted a reference to Judaism. But that willful omission is a glaring violation of the truth. And his refusal to tell the truth about the Jewish people’s heritage in that land is a serious impediment to bringing suspicious Jews to the bargaining table. 
Abbas complained repeatedly in his speech about Israel’s settlement-building program and how it impacts the future of Palestinian lands. But he forgets - or deliberately ignores - the generous terms which Ehud Barak offered to Abbas’ predecessor, Yasir Arafat, at Camp David in 2000. Surely Abbas remembers Ehud Olmert’s offer to him in September 2008, when Olmert, as Israel’s Prime Minister, presented a far-reaching offer to Mr. Abbas.
Olmert reminded readers of his offer in an op-ed last week in the New York Times: His offer would have resolved the territorial dispute “by establishing a Palestinian state on territory equivalent in size to the pre-1967 West Bank and Gaza Strip with mutually agreed-upon land swaps that take into account the new realities on the ground. (That means settlements.)
Olmert’s plan proposed that “The city of Jerusalem would be shared. Its Jewish areas would be the capital of Israel and its Arab neighborhoods would become the Palestinian capital. Neither side would declare sovereignty over the city’s holy places; they would be administered jointly with the assistance of Jordan, Saudi Arabia and the United States.
Olmert also proposed that “The Palestinian refugee problem would be addressed within the framework of the 2002 Arab Peace Initiative. The new Palestinian state would become the home of all the Palestinian refugees, just as the state of Israel is the homeland of the Jewish people. Israel would, however, be prepared to absorb a small number of refugees on humanitarian grounds.
Because ensuring Israel’s security is vital to the implementation of any agreement, the Palestinian state would be demilitarized and it would not form military alliances with other nations. Both states would cooperate to fight terrorism and violence.”
PM Netanyahu would have us understand that Abbas said “No!” to Olmert’s offer. In truth, he never said, “No!” He just never said, “Yes!” If he had had the courage to say “Yes”  in 2008 - and the will to sell the proposal to his people - Abbas would have had a State of Palestine three years ago - with peace and recognition - and no more gobbling up of land by the settlers he is so obsessed with. 
And as for truth, I think that Prime Minister Netanyahu spoke the truth when he told the delegates to the UN that it is a “theater of the absurd.” He quoted the late Lubavitcher Rebbe - that “the UN is a house of many lies.” That has been abundantly clear, since the days when the UN declared that Zionism is racism.
But to what end did he hold up those truths before the delegates? Yes, the truth is painful, and it must not be denied. But was that the time and place to speak that truth? Netanyahu needs to build support for Israel, not antagonize potential supporters with his fiery rhetoric. Netanyahu’s source for that jaundiced view of the UN, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, was well-known to be vehemently opposed to withdrawal from any land Israel held. He believed that not one inch of Eretz Yisrael should be given to the Arabs. Is that why Bibi continues to build in the occcupied territories? Does he really want to negotiate?
Netanyahu’s speech plays well in right-wing circles in Israel - and  among many here in the US. But insulting the delegates does not seem to me like a way to win support for his position. 
The bottom line truth is that Israel - as much as the Palestinians - needs the conflict to be over. Israeli families want to be done with war and pain and death. And many realize that there are reasonable people among the Palestinians who want the same peace and peace of mind that Israelis do.
It is my hope that both leaders - Netanyahu and Abbas - will focus on this truth:   that peace - in a two-state solution - will benefit them both. And the sooner they work together to achieve it, the better for them and their people.
Tomorrow, our cantors will chant these words in the  הנני (Hineni): האמת והשלום אהבו (HaEmet v’haShalom Ehavu) “Love The Truth and Peace” - that’s what I would like to urge upon these two leaders. I urge all of us, too, as we engage in our conversations about the Middle East  - and in our own life struggles - “Love The Truth and Peace”  האמת והשלום אהבו (HaEmet v’haShalom Ehavu).  Let’s make Truth and Peace happen, so we can all create a better world this New Year.
   
Amen.



