
Rosh HaShanah 5785
Why Do Different Generations of Jews Feel Differently About Israel?
Rabbi Alex Freedman

Learning facts is sometimes easy, sometimes difficult. But hardest of all is unlearning
something you once knew to be true.

This happens to me sometimes when I’m reading books to my little kids. Every adult
here learned in school that Pluto is one of the nine planets. But now we are told it has
since lost that official status and is merely a “dwarf planet.” Nevertheless, Pluto still
reflexively comes to my mind as a real planet.

It happens when we know a person, and they change their name - like if they get
married. When that happens, do we instantly refer to them by their new name? If you’re
like me, it takes a while to get used to. Because it’s difficult to unlearn something we
know as true.

That’s what this may feel like, but what is really happening is we are actually making
room for a second truth. Both the above facts were true in their time. Opening space for
a second truth is challenging for small things like science facts and names. And it’s
supremely difficult for big things, for ideas to which we are deeply emotionally
connected. Like how we understand Israel.

This past year has been filled with immensely difficult conversations about Israel. About
the horrors of October 7th, Israel’s war in Gaza, the plight of the hostages, what’s
happening now in Lebanon, and even about Israel's right to exist, which has been
challenged this year like never before.

These conversations were difficult to have even among friends and people with whom
we see eye to eye about Israel’s place in the world. But most challenging of all might
have been those Israel discussions with members of our own families. Specifically: adult
children or grandchildren, parents or grandparents.

I know I’m not the first to notice the trend of different generations of Jews feeling very
differently about Israel. But I speak about it today, on this holiest of days, because it is of
pressing concern to so many of us who love and support Israel. Of course there are
homes where parents and children do see eye to eye, but even they have much to learn
from these emotional family discussions swirling around us.
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Surveys indicate that the older generation tends to look at Israel through very different
lenses than the younger generation. October 7th and the subsequent Gaza war with
Hamas has exacerbated this gulf of generational support for Israel. A December
Times/Siena poll asked whether Americans sympathize more with the Israelis or the
Palestinians. 63 percent of older Americans - age 65 and up - said the Israelis. By
contrast, only 27 percent of those aged 18 to 29 sympathized more with Israelis. The
data in the Jewish community mirrors that among all Americans. We all know that there
are also older people who are more critical of Israel, and younger people who are
fiercely supportive, but the larger trend remains.

This division is also true right here at Beth El, and here is how I know: in April we hosted
a scholar from Israel named Alex Sinclair. He and I decided in advance that he would
lead a Shabbat post-Kiddush conversation about this generational divide. I arranged for
this talk in the smaller Sager Beit Midrash because it’s a better-sized room for a smaller
group than the cavernous sanctuary. Well, that was a mistake! We promptly ran out of
room and ended up with standing room only for the hour. So many Beth El parents felt
the topic was speaking to their family specifically.

In the course of the scholar’s presentation, parent after parent shared this was
happening with their own children, who view Israel much more critically. There was a lot
of pain in their voices, some of whom are in this room today. To you I say, I hear you,
and I feel your pain too.

Whereas the parents in the room tend to instinctively defend Israel when it is criticized,
the younger generation tends to be more openly critical of Israel.

How did we get to this point? Why is this happening in so many of our homes?

First impressions are lasting impressions. When you were born makes a huge
difference. If you were alive for the Six Day War, when Israel was on the verge of being
eliminated only twenty years after the Holocaust, you remember when Israel truly was
the victim. Your foundational map of Israel is likely that of the entire Middle East region.
When you zoom out this far, you see tiny Israel swallowed up in a sprawling and hostile
neighborhood, isolated and vastly outnumbered. On this map, Israel is so small it’s
literally hard to find.

On the other hand, if you were born more recently, when Israel’s main geopolitical
concern was the security situation with the Palestinians, you first got to know Israel as a
regional power exerting its control over the Palestinians. Your foundational map of Israel
is more likely that of the West Bank. When you zoom in this close, the multitude of
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Israeli settlements and the zone of Israel’s military control reveal Israel to be a regional
power. It turns out that both maps are true, both worldviews are accurate.

Even before October 7th but especially afterward, like many of you, I have read lots of
opinion pieces and listened to plenty of podcasts about Israel in the news. Of course I
primarily tuned into voices I knew would be strongly supportive of Israel, since that is my
instinct and conviction then and now. But I occasionally wanted to hear other takes and
analyses on what was happening in Gaza in order to challenge my own thinking. Even if
it upset me, which it definitely did at times. I value multiple perspectives. I'm open to the
possibility that I don't understand everything correctly. I'm confident enough in my
knowledge that I can listen to an opposing side and consider that they may be correct in
some ways and still wrong in others. Or completely wrong. I think it’s the pages and
pages of Talmud study, each jammed with debates, that have had their influence on me.

This past year, for example, I listened to Bari Weiss’s podcast to be supported in my
Israel outlook, along with Yossi Klein Halevi, Donniel Hartman, Bret Stephens, and Dan
Senor. And to Ezra Klein to be challenged. He is a New York Times journalist who has
hosted guests who said things that infuriated me, as well as other guests who spoke for
me. He has written about this generational divide, and while I don’t always agree with
him, I think his point here is largely correct.

Klein writes: “This is crude, but I think there are, roughly, three generations in terms of
American sentiment toward Israel. There are older Americans who knew Israel when it
was young. They remember the impossibility and wonder of its creation. They
remember the wars its neighbors launched to eradicate it and the seeming miracle of its
survival and of all that it then built. This generation still feels Israel’s vulnerability. They
still feel its possibility. This is Joe Biden’s generation.”

“Then there’s what I think of as the straddle generation. This is my generation. We only
ever knew Israel as the strongest military power in the region. A nuclear Israel. An Israel
that occupied Palestinian territories, sometimes brutally. But we also knew an Israel that
seemed to be trying to find its way toward peace and coexistence. We knew the Israel
of Yitzhak Rabin and Ehud Barak. We saw that the collapse of the 2000 Camp David
summit was met by the second intifada, by years of suicide bombers rather than years
of counteroffers. We also watched Israel build settlements across the West Bank,
creating a one-state reality even as it spoke of a two-state solution. Polling shows,
predictably, that our views of Israel are more mixed.”

“Then there’s younger Americans. They know only Benjamin Netanyahu’s Israel. He
has, after all, been prime minister almost continuously since 2009. They know an Israel
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that is the strongest country in the region, by far. They know an Israel where messianic
ethnonationalists serve in the cabinet. They know an Israel that controls Palestinian life
and land and intends to keep it that way.”

I think Klein articulates how many young people tend to instinctively look at Israel today.
To be clear, I myself do not see Israel the way he describes the younger Americans, but
this language enables me to better understand their views. I know that some young
people, including Jews, are hostile to Israel’s very existence. I also believe that many
are not, and they desire a Jewish state that is in line with their values, which tend to be
more liberal.

Klein reminds us that our early life experiences and memories surrounding Israel’s
position in the world largely influence our understanding of what Israel is and what it
should become. So it makes sense that even in the same household, different
generations would view Israel differently.

But what can we do about a generational division that exists and persists? Because it’s
not going away.

Let me share a text from the Torah that emphasizes that we must - all of us from every
generation - continue to take seriously our responsibility for caring for Israel from afar.
Numbers Chapter 32 provides a model for how we can relate to Israel from outside the
Holy Land. G-d’s plan was for Moses to lead the 12 tribes of Israel through the desert
wilderness to the Promised Land. Imagine Moses’ shock when the leaders of two and a
half tribes approached him shortly before they entered and basically said, “Actually, we
don't want to cross over into Israel at all.”

Indeed, the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh pointed out that the land east
of the Jordan River was ideally suited for their many flocks. In other words,
economically it would be much more comfortable to live outside the Promised Land.
Moses laid into them, not only because that was not God's original plan, but because
how dare they abandon the rest of the nation, which would have to fight in order to
settle the land? How dare they? Moses implored the leadership of these tribes to
reconsider, and they responded with a new proposal.

They said, “We will hasten as shock troops in the vanguard of the Israelites until we
have established them in their home… we will not return to our homes until every one of
the Israelites is in possession of his portion. But we will not have a share with them in
the territory beyond the Jordan, for we have received our share on the east side of the
Jordan.” In other words, the counter proposal was for the men of these 2 and 1/2 tribes
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to fight alongside their kinsmen in the battle for Canaan. Not only that, but they would
fight at the front, the most dangerous position of all. Only after military success and
conquest would they return east of the Jordan to make that their new home. To this
shared fight Moses agreed, and that's what happened.

Do you see the parallel? Are American Jews not like the 2 1/2 tribes, still part of the
people of Israel but living outside the land? The enduring lesson from the Torah is that,
like the 2 1/2 tribes, we American Jews still have a direct responsibility to ensure Israel's
success and prosperity. We may not be able to serve in the army from here, but we
must each support Israel however we can from afar. This service is not optional at all.
It’s an integral part of being Jewish whether we are younger or older.

There are so many ways to support Israel from Chicago, and this year especially, our
community has truly gone above and beyond. Our congregants have flown to Israel to
help out on the ground with their own hands. Our congregants have donated so many
dollars, including funds for two Magen David Adom ambulances with “Beth El” on them;
we’re going to see them in our parking lot in December. Our congregants have
organized rallies; attended rallies in Highland Park, downtown Chicago, and DC; worn
ribbons and necklaces in support of the hostages; written letters to the editor in support
of Israel, and so much more. We should all be so proud of our community’s ongoing
efforts - from people both younger and older - and keep it up. Rabbi Schwab is speaking
about this topic in the sanctuary as we speak, and he created a handout with more
ways we can help Israel now and into the future. You can pick up a handout later.

Sometimes what Israel needed most this year was defending it from unfair and at times
openly antisemitic criticism. Articles and posts that blamed Israel alone for Gaza’s
destruction and made no mention of genocidal Hamas, for example, needed to be
refuted, and we did so. I wrote a letter to the Tribune saying this loudly and clearly. The
same day the paper ran my letter to the editor, there was another pro-Israel letter
printed by another Beth El congregant. That was really inspiring to see, and this is really
the comfort zone of the older generation.

At other times, Israel was deserving of some fair criticism, which patriotic Israelis do all
the time. Sometimes Israel's government needed to be pushed to clarify its long-term
plans, for example. This is largely the comfort zone of the younger generation. Not all
criticism of Israel is fair, but neither is it all unfair.

The first practical step we can all take to deal with this generational gap in support is to
understand the deep complexities of Israel’s history, then and now. Binaries are
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tempting but incomplete. It’s more challenging to see the gray rather than the black and
white, but it’s also more truthful, even if it makes us uncomfortable.

Bari Weiss expresses this well. She wrote a book called “How to Fight Anti-Semitism,” in
which she taps into this metaphor as one of her practical steps for us to take to
strengthen our own community. She writes: “fissures have opened up in the Jewish
world…like between the older, more conservative generation and the younger, more
liberal one. But I think the most significant division is the one between what I've come to
think of as the David people and the Goliath people.”

“David people think that Jews are always under siege, that another mass murder could
be around the corner, that Israel is a tiny outpost in a hostile neighborhood. If David
people have a wide-angle lens, Goliath people are zoomed all the way in. They think
that the Jews have it really good, that our power greatly outweighs our vulnerability, and
that when it comes to the Palestinians, there is no question who has the upper hand.
There is truth to both versions. The challenge and the aim is to be able to hold both in
tension inside ourselves.”

Weiss is correct here in identifying the goal of understanding both versions of Israel. It’s
a challenge because we instinctively want to hold onto one truth - likely the one we grew
up with - and it’s difficult to make room for a second. Especially around an emotionally
charged topic like Israel, which is for many of us a huge part of our identity. It certainly is
for me.

But while the image of David and Goliath is memorable, the truth is Israel is not David
anymore; Years ago it was, but Israel’s army today is much too powerful to be
considered little David with only a sling. Equally so, Israel was never Goliath because
Israel has offered peace to the neighboring Arabs and Palestinians again and again
throughout its history.

My unflagging support of Israel is not diminished in the least when I acknowledge that
many things surrounding Israel are inherently complex. But the basic framework is
clear: Israel did not start this war, and it was completely justified in going to war after the
barbaric atrocities of October 7th. Israel has gone to unbelievable lengths to minimize
civilian harm in an unprecedented battle against terrorist group Hamas, which has done
all it can to maximize civilian harm on both sides. Israel has a strong case to be made,
and it’s our responsibility to do so.

As your rabbi, I have tried to do exactly that in many of my sermons over the past year,
which are posted on the Beth El website. Among other topics, I have explained why it’s
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Hamas that is the genocidal party and not Israel, after which people asked me to share
the message further and wider. I shared it with the Tribune, which didn’t run the piece.
But I also recorded a video with this message and distributed it among Beth El families
in order to make Israel’s case accessible for parents and children alike.

At the same time, it pains me to acknowledge that Israel has made mistakes in the
course of its yearlong fighting, some small and others large. But it's important to
acknowledge that these are mistakes and accidents, not intentional events. It's okay to
be upset when Israel sometimes makes a mistake; I am. It's okay to not agree with
every statement every Israeli leader makes; I don't. It's okay to question Israel's tactical
decisions in Gaza; sometimes I do. It’s okay to wish that innocent Palestinian children
didn’t die, even though Hamas is responsible for the massive destruction and loss of life
in Gaza. That’s how I feel. We don't have to agree with everything Israel's government
says or does, to still stand 100% by Israel's side in this fight.

The second task for us all is to model openness to more than one truth. In
conversations with adult family members who disagree with us on Israel, it’s probably
impossible to actually change their minds completely on the subject, just as it would
likely be a tall order for them to change yours. But I hope all of us of every age can be
open to considering new ideas and analyses that are shared from a place of love and
concern for Israel - not hostility - and from credible news sources.

That’s really important. There’s a lot of bad information out there. We must be
discerning and follow legitimate news sources. My favorite is the Times of Israel. In
doing so, our aim is not to replace the “truth” we know about Israel but to make room for
the possibility of another “truth” as well. If we ourselves can model that openness,
perhaps others in our family will be more likely to consider a new perspective.

Others share this approach. Daniel Gordis is a well-known Israeli columnist who is as
pro-Israel as it gets. In his daily email column he cites articles from the entire spectrum
of the Israeli press, not just one paper. And he regularly engages in difficult
conversations with people he disagrees strongly with.

As Gordis explains: “I’m one of those people who much prefers to read pieces that I
don’t completely agree with, as long as they’re thoughtful and challenge my thinking in a
good way. (I already know what I think). If we’re not going to hear things that we don’t
want to hear, if we’re not willing to know things that we don’t already know, none of us is
going to grow, or broaden, or deepen. Furthermore, don’t we want people who don’t
agree with us to hear us out? I do. So if I do, I’m going to need to listen, too.” If Daniel
Gordis can maintain his unwavering support of Israel while following this open-minded
path, so can we.
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I know this is really hard for some of our families. There is no silver bullet, no single
phrase that will solve everything at once. But if we ourselves can do all we can to
understand others’ viewpoints and consider their thoughts seriously, then we increase
the odds that others will more seriously consider our own takes on Israel.

Whatever our age, we can all be strongly supportive of Israel and still open to listening
to others. In your family, it’s possible that you could be right and they could also be right,
in different ways. It takes maturity and self-control to allow for this possibility. But it is my
hope that 5785 is a year when we can continue to stand in strong support of Israel,
while at the same time seeing Israel from different angles, zoomed out and zoomed in.

And I wish for 5785 to be a year of peace for Israel, for Gaza, and for our families in our
own homes.

Shanah Tovah.
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