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Je vous ai rapporté mes paroles.
Je vous ai parlé de la difficulté d’etre Jûif,
qui se confond avec la difficulté d’écrire;
car le judaêsme et l’écriture ne sont qu’une même attente,
un même espoir, une même usure.


I have already reported to you my words.
I talked to you about the difficulty of being Jewish,
which is the same as the difficulty of writing.
For Judaism and writing are but the same waiting,
the same hope, the same wearing out.


EDMOND JABÈS (1912–1991)
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Because a large measure of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict revolves around the division of land, and because this book makes reference to both places shown in these maps and possible divisions of that land, the following maps are provided as a guide to the reader.
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The U.N. Partition Plan—1947

This is the division of land proposed by the United Nations, which the Jewish authorities accepted but the Arab authorities rejected. Following this proposed division, the Arab forces attacked the Jewish pre-State entity. At the end of the war, Israel was victorious, resulting in a division of land that is shown on the next page.
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The Armistice Agreement—1949

These are the borders of Israel at the conclusion of the War of Independence. They remained Israel’s borders (with a brief exception during the 1956 Sinai Campaign) until 1967, when Israel defeated Egypt, Jordan, and Syria and expanded to the borders shown on the following page.
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The Cease-Fire Lines—1967

These are the cease-fire lines—essentially Israel’s new borders—after the conclusion of the 1967 Six Day War. Israel captured four major areas: (1) the Sinai desert and (2) the Gaza Strip from Egypt, (3) the West Bank of the Jordan River from Jordan, and (4) the Golan Heights from Syria.
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The Oslo Agreement—1993

This map shows the portions of the West Bank and Gaza that were returned to the Palestinians after the Oslo Accords. Most of the Gaza Strip was returned, though some Israeli settlements remained, and several key cities in the West Bank (Hebron, Bethlehem, Jericho, Ramallah, Nablus, and Jenin) were also transferred to complete Palestinian control. In other areas, Israel maintained security control while giving the Palestinian Authority jurisdiction over civil matters. The remainder stayed in Israeli hands pending a final settlement.
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Camp David Proposals—Unofficial Map

A map of a portion of the West Bank as it would be divided between Palestine and Israel under the Israeli Camp David 2 proposals. The map was prepared by Palestinian sources. The significance of the different shadings in areas under Palestinian control is not explained.

Note that Israel is claimed to have retained two broad strips of land, dividing the new Palestine into three noncontiguous areas, something that the Palestinians felt they could not accept. Shortly after negotiations over these maps stalled (among many other critical issues, such as Jerusalem and the right of Palestinian refugees to return to Israel), the Al Aksa Intifada erupted.


Prologue

SEPTEMBER 11, 2001
JERUSALEM, ISRAEL

It’s been two hours since the World Trade Center disaster. I was at my office with Talia, our fifteen-year-old daughter, when a colleague called to ask if I’d heard the news. I hadn’t—I’m sick of the news. I try to log on to some decent web site, but there’s no way to get in. They’re jammed. I pack up my briefcase and we run home.

We’re glued to the TV. Talia and Avi, our twelve-year-old son, are silent, taking in the images that are beyond horrible. Micha, our eight-year-old son, eventually wanders in, and we explain what’s happened. To our surprise, he watches for a few moments and then bursts into tears. My wife and I follow him into the living room and sit on the couch with him. He says he’s crying because when he was in New York two weeks ago, he wanted to go to the top of the World Trade Center, but we said we didn’t have time. Now, he says, he’ll never get to go.

But we know it’s not really that. This is the New York City from which he has just come, the place where he was safe from all this. Central Park. Ice skating in Chelsea Piers. Now he knows—there’s really no escape. He’s only eight years old, and he has nowhere to run to.

“Is Uncle Elie OK?” Avi wonders. We’ve been trying to call the States nonstop, but there’s no getting through. We try e-mail, but have yet to get answers. We assure him that Uncle Elie, my brother, is fine. “But how can you be sure he didn’t go down there for a meeting?” he asks. We can’t of course, but there’s no way to reach him. Avi goes to sleep on the verge of tears.

Mostly we’re watching CNN. But we occasionally take a look at Israeli TV, which in addition to the news from New York is showing celebrations in the West Bank. In Nablus, Palestinians are giving out candies in celebration, and gunmen are firing assault rifles into the air to applaud the deaths. In the refugee camp of Balata, and in the Palestinian cities of Tul Karm and Bethlehem, similar celebrations.

It feels as though we’re surrounded by evil, everywhere. Micha’s right—there’s no escape, and it seems almost impossible to sustain the optimism that everything will one day be OK. We’re just back from our summer vacation, and already I desperately need a break. I realize that I’m ready for the holidays, for the beginning of a new year. Of course this past Rosh Ha-Shannah was the beginning of all the horror, so it’s hard to know how optimistic to be. But still, as I look out the window at the beauty of Jerusalem, even in the dark of night, a city that’s survived attack and siege for thousands of years, despite everything, hope still seems to win out over despair. Maybe, just maybe, next year will be better.


SEPTEMBER 20, 2001
JERUSALEM, ISRAEL

I’ve learned a few important things in the days that have passed since September 11. I’ve learned what it is that our family in the States lives with each time a bomb goes off here. Phone lines jammed, no way to get in touch. And the inevitable calculations. Where was he supposed to be now? Would he have any reason to be in that neighborhood? Who’s called in? Who hasn’t been heard from? And after a couple of days, this time, who will in all likelihood never be heard from?

And in the States, they’ve learned those feelings that Israelis live with each time something happens: the panic, the confusion, the anger, the pain, the fear. New Yorkers, now nervous each time a subway train stops, are tragically learning what it is to be on edge all the time. Take the tunnel, or is the bridge a better idea? Should we stay away from major centers? The questions that change an entire way of life, questions that Americans are now, like us, tragically beginning to ask each day.

And I’ve learned that you can’t really leave a homeland. We came here three years ago with no real ambivalence. We weren’t angry at America—on the contrary, we knew full well all it had given us. But Israel always felt like home in a way that the U.S. didn’t, so we took the plunge. Now, each time I fly back to the States, I fill out the little customs slip you give in at passport control. Country of citizenship: USA, which allows me to enter on the fast line. Country of residence: Israel. Each time, the U.S. customs officer looks at me, the passport, the clearly filled out slip, and says, “Welcome home.” And each time I’m tempted to correct him, to tell him that it’s not home anymore, but I say nothing.

Now, I know he’s right. It is home. With each singing of “God Bless America” on CNN, it’s more clear. It is, indeed, my “home, sweet home.” I have two homelands, and now they’re both under attack. And I find myself grieving for what’s happening to each.

A few days ago, on the first day of Rosh Ha-Shannah, as the five of us were walking home from lunch on a gorgeous Jerusalem afternoon, Micha pointed to a blue and white bumper sticker. It read, “Hatzionut Tenatze’ach”—Zionism Will Prevail. “What do they mean by that?” he asked. “It means that Zionism will win, in the end,” I tell him. “No, I understand the words, Abba, but what do they mean by that?” And without thinking, I tell him, “It means that Israel will always be a safe place for the Jewish people.”

“Well, that’s wrong,” he replies without missing a beat. Shocked at suddenly realizing what all the talk of winds of war must sound like to him, I hold his hand as we’re walking and tell him clearly, “No, it’s not wrong. We really are safe here. It will be all right.”

But that night, as I’m putting him to bed, I can tell that he’s not convinced. I sing to him and rub his back, assuring him that Israel is strong, that the United States will help protect us, and that we’re always going to take care of him. I bundle him up against the surprisingly chilly night, and all that’s sticking out of his covers are his head and his hands, which, I suddenly notice, aren’t little boy hands anymore—they’re getting to be big boy hands. I’m struck by the incongruity between his big boy hands and the way he’s desperately clutching his blanket, with its worn corner, the blanket that he’d almost given up in the last few months but now seems to need more than ever.

My God, I say to myself. He’s only eight years old. Why does he have to go to sleep worried about missiles and gas masks? “Everything’s going to be fine,” I whisper to him as he relaxes and begins to fall asleep. “Nothing bad is going to happen to us. We’re going to be fine.”

He falls asleep, and I wonder: Does he believe me? He’s so little. He deserves to believe that things will be OK, doesn’t he? At least for now?

NOVEMBER 7, 2001
MANHATTAN

It’s been just under two months since the attacks on the World Trade Center. I’ve been to New York a few times for business since September 11th, but I haven’t yet had time to go to Ground Zero. Today I have a few extra hours before my flight to Tel Aviv, and a friend—a rabbi who’s been very involved in the relief effort and has a pass to get into the police-protected barricaded area itself—agrees to take me down. I haven’t explained why I want to go down there, but he knows about my cousin who did not survive in the second tower, and he knows what we’ve been living through during the past year. With no questions asked, he agrees to take me.

He picks me up on Eleventh Avenue in the early afternoon, and we drive south towards where the World Trade Center used to be. As we get closer, there are people on the sides of the streets holding up large placards—“God Bless You,” “God Bless America,” “God Bless the Rescue Workers”—and I’m struck by the fact that almost two months after the attack, people are still so moved. Back home, we sweep up the glass, bury the dead, and clean off the street so that by the next morning, or the day after at the latest, there’s little record of what happened. The glass merchants are used to replacing an entire storefront at the drop of a hat, and you can get your store painted at virtually any hour of the day or night. There’s something healthy here, it strikes me, about recognizing what a sickening assault on life these attacks are, no matter where they happen. We’re not even at Ground Zero yet, and in a way I didn’t even remotely expect, I feel a pang of jealousy for how new this is here, for the sense of outrage. It must be nice not to be used to this.

We park the car and take vests, helmets, and breathing apparatuses out of the car. Even here, a few blocks away, there’s a stench in the air that makes it hard to breathe. Helmets on and masks over our mouths and noses, we begin to walk to “the pit.” I’m struck by the calm, the cleanliness, the order. Newly installed chain-link fences everywhere, signs indicating who can and cannot enter each area. Soot-covered windows, most of which now have phrases etched with someone’s gloved fingers: “We Will Never Forget.” “God Bless America.” And deference. Men in suits speaking respectfully to the hard hats. The hard hats nodding to us. Everyone making room for everyone else. It’s a construction site now in many ways, but there’s an abiding awareness of what happened here, and none of the typical shouting and crassness that you expect at a construction site. This is a people newly touched by this sort of evil, and they seem humbled, deferential, respectful. This is, quite clearly, now holy ground.

We reach the edge of the pit and just stand there. Despite the fact that I’d been down to the WTC more times than I can count, I now can’t figure out exactly where I’m standing. With the Towers gone, it’s impossible to get my bearings. I remember bringing Avi to New York City last May for the birth of my newest nephew, and taking him down here. It was a cloudy day, so we decided not to spend the money to go to the observatory at the top; instead, I took him to the base of one of the Towers and showed him how to look all the way up to the very top. As the clouds moved slowly by, the building had seemed to be moving, that if we weren’t careful, it would actually fall over.

Now I try to envision exactly where we were when we were here, the last time I was down here. And I cannot figure it out. All that’s left is a huge pit, where the Towers used to be, and buildings all around with their facades blown off. I somehow feel like a voyeur peering into the rooms of those buildings; something about them, unexpectedly exposed without the outer wall, makes them seem like an innocent person unexpectedly stripped of their clothes. Desks, chairs, computer monitors just sitting there, thirty floors up. All normal, except the wall is gone, completely blown off, and of course nothing is normal. I turn away and look into the pit.

Cranes are still working to get enormous steel girders out of the tangled pile and onto trucks waiting to cart them away. I watch as the gigantic crane reaches down, grabs a piece of steel, lifts it up, and begins to swing it over to the truck. And to my amazement, as this happens, the air is suddenly filled with a thick black plume of smoke and soot. Even with the mask over my nose and mouth, the stench is revolting and it’s hard to breathe. The air is black now, but aside from me, no one seems particularly surprised by this. The firefighters along the edge of the pit are ready, and as the smoke fills the air and blocks the view of the sky, half a dozen fire hoses drench the area where the crane is digging, and gradually the soot stops rising. Mesmerized, I watch this ritual for a while. A piece of metal hoisted up, black smoke blocking our view of the clear blue sky. Firefighters and their hoses, and the gradual return of the blue.

I find myself staring up, searching for the blue sky in the midst of all this. Every few minutes, the gentle New York breeze shoos the soot away and the blue returns. There’s an eerie peace and tranquillity here, a predictability of the process that will continue for days to come. Metal will be moved, the fires will smolder. Someone will hose down the work area, and within a few minutes the blue sky will return. The smoke will be gone.

And in a strange way, I find myself jealous of that normalcy that is bound to return, even to here. Yes, this is a changed country, a wounded city, and some things will never be the same. The loss of life was beyond horrendous, the suffering of those left behind virtually indescribable. But here, the president assured his nation that this won’t go on, that he will stop this. At home, our prime minister gets on TV and tells us “we must prepare for a long and drawn-out conflict. This will not be over soon, and we must be strong.” Here, security is much tighter. The evil that did this is being pursued across the world, and the sheer size of the rest of the buildings downtown seems to say, “Wounded, but not destroyed.” This city will bounce back, and I wonder, after whatever is built here is built, how much will really be different? Was this about a horrid attack, or a changed way of life? I suspect that it was the former, and I feel guilty for the envy that I can’t push away.

The World Trade Center was attacked because it’s a symbol. That does not detract from the horror or the evil, but it does mean that most Americans are basically safe. I suspect that if you’re having pizza in Madison, Wisconsin, or sipping coffee at the 7-Eleven in Boise, Idaho, you’re OK. Unwittingly, I wish we had places like that where I live, places that, because they’re not symbolic, are not on anyone’s list of targets.

The problem, of course, is that our whole country is a symbol. And no place is safe anymore.

After a while, we make our way back to the car, walking but not talking. There’s virtually nothing to say. We go to the trunk, return our vests, helmets, and masks, and drive away. I’m off to a meeting at Forty-eighth and Park, and my friend drops me off nearby. Now I’m in a different world. A world seemingly untouched by everything that happened down there at that pit, a world in which life has apparently returned almost to normal.

Except I still can’t breathe. The stench won’t leave my nostrils. I buy a Coke from a street vendor, figuring that might make a difference. It doesn’t. Two months later, and the fire is still smoldering. Two months later, and the remnants of that sheer evil still block out the sun, still make you gasp for breath.

I glance at my watch. Just about bedtime for the kids in Jerusalem. And I wonder: How do you put out a fire that spews forth from deep in the land, a fire that seems willing to burn forever? How do you extinguish the smoldering ruins of what used to be, before they hide clear blue sky forever?


Introduction

In the summer of 1998, my family and I embarked on what we thought would be a one-year sabbatical in Israel. We’d been living in Los Angeles for just about fifteen years, and it was time for a break. Our kids were growing up quickly, and we thought that a year away would be good for all of us. At work I’d been building a new school for the training of rabbis, the first such school to be founded in the United States in many decades. It was very exciting work; I enjoyed watching the students grow; I loved the teaching that I was doing. But it was also all-consuming work, as I crisscrossed the country recruiting faculty and students and doing the political work that getting our new school accepted in the “mainstream” required. It was exhilarating but exhausting, and—as my wife constantly reminded me—it was time to take a break and regroup. Otherwise, she said, the kids would be out of the house before I stopped to breathe.

Just as Beth and I were talking more and more about our need for some time away, I was invited by the Mandel Foundation to be a Fellow at the Mandel Institute in Jerusalem for the next academic year. The Foundation is an internationally respected organization that trains advanced Jewish professionals in a variety of programs, and they made me an offer I couldn’t refuse: Come to Israel. We’ll give you a stipend you can live on, assign you an office, a computer, and a secretary, and you can write anything you’d like, read anything you want to read, study with our faculty in any way that appeals to you, and use this year to think about how you’d like to develop the rabbinical school you’re running. Then, after the year, you just pack up and go home. No strings attached.

It was a fantastic offer and the timing was perfect, so we jumped at the opportunity. We assumed that this year would give our kids a chance to learn some Hebrew and to experience a culture very different from the one they were growing up in in West Los Angeles. The year, I imagined, would give me a chance to think, to read, and to write a couple of books I’d been planning for a long time. And I’d get to study with a world-renowned faculty in an institute that had an international reputation for excellence. Then, we assumed, we’d go back to Los Angeles and get on with life.

We took that trip, and spent the year in Jerusalem. I wrote one of the books that I’d planned, and though I didn’t get around to writing the other one, I wrote a lot. Jerusalem is a city that seems to overwhelm its inhabitants, and there are few places in the world more complex and interesting than Israel. So, as we lived through that year, I instinctively chronicled many of our experiences in e-mails to friends, some letters to my family, and many other little vignettes that I didn’t actually send anywhere, but just wrote for the sake of making some sense of everything I was seeing and feeling.

Different people do different things to relax and to process their lives. I write. It’s what I love to do, and throughout that sabbatical year in Jerusalem, I found myself writing about our experiences late at night, early in the morning, and once or twice even on the laptop as we drove in the car.

But early in our year, in ways that we certainly didn’t expect, we found ourselves falling in love with life in Israel and thinking seriously about staying beyond the one year, and even for good. On many levels, Israel felt like home in ways that America never had. Living in Jerusalem afforded us a chance to be at center stage during one of the most dramatic episodes of Jewish history—the creation of the first modern Jewish state. And perhaps most important, Israel seemed to us a virtually perfect place to raise our children.

Coming from Los Angeles, our kids couldn’t believe how accessible and safe Israel was. In L.A., we scarcely let them cross the street by themselves, much less take the bus to the mall or roam around for hours when we had no idea where they were. But Israel was completely different. It was, and still is, a society in which children are much more independent, in which everyone, from all socioeconomic levels, rides the city buses, where our kids could play in the afternoon for hours without telling us where they were going, where they could go to the market and “buy” some food just by signing for it and by telling the merchant that their parents would come by later and pay, where our then-twelve-year-old daughter could—and did—come home by herself from a friend’s house at one-thirty in the morning without us having any reason at all to worry about her.

And Israel is a stunningly beautiful country. The deserts, the mosques, churches, and synagogues that are hundreds of years old, waterfalls when you least expect to find them—we drank all this up during that “vacation” year, like kids in a candy store. But most important, of course, during the year that we were on sabbatical in Jerusalem, Israel seemed poised for peace. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who had alienated the Palestinians, the American president, and much of the Western world, was voted out of office, and Ehud Barak, a popular former general and army chief of staff, was voted in. Barak promised that peace was at hand, and no sooner than he had been elected, ran off to Syria and then to the Palestinians to close what he thought would be rather quick deals to end the decades of war.

It was, in short, a virtually idyllic time. Our children were thriving, the country was beautiful, work was great, and peace was at hand. What more could you ask for?

So, several months later, after seemingly incessant discussions and late-night conversations, we decided to “pack it in” and to try to make a life in Israel. We sold our house in Los Angeles, left the jobs we’d been planning to come back to, shipped all our earthly possessions to Israel, and started out anew. What followed were two great years, years in which our kids grew and learned a new language, years in which I adjusted to a new professional life after almost fifteen years in my previous place of work, years in which we were buoyed by the excitements and challenges of creating a new chapter in our life as a family, years in which Israel thrived and moved slowly towards peace with her Palestinian neighbors. In many ways, it seemed that things simply couldn’t have been better.

And then everything came crashing down.

At the end of September 2000, just as we were beginning our third year of life in Israel, hostilities broke out between the Palestinians and Israel. People referred to this period in different ways. Some called it the “second Intifada.” Some called it the “El Aksa Intifada,” after the name of the mosque that Ariel Sharon had visited just days before the violence broke out. But no matter what people called it, it was a war. It was a low-grade, drawn-out war of attrition, which left us in a country radically different from the one we had moved to. Suddenly we discovered that we’d taken our kids from the comfort and security of suburban life in Los Angeles not just to the Middle East, but to a Middle East ravaged by war, still consumed by a conflict that is the world’s oldest, still beset by a conundrum that simply defies solution.

Particularly during that year, I wrote a lot more. I wrote e-mails to friends about what was happening. Sometimes, late at night, after the evening news made it virtually impossible to fall asleep, I wrote little pieces that I just kept on my computer but never showed to anyone else. With time, the e-mails that I wrote to a group of thirty or forty friends began to take on a life of their own. Friends forwarded them on to others, a few national Jewish organizations sent them to their e-mail lists, and with time it became clear that the letters that I was writing to a few dozen friends were being circulated to literally thousands of people. Eventually a few of those e-mails were forwarded to an editor at the New York Times Magazine, and excerpts were published there, too.

In some ways, of course, it was a little strange that personal notes I’d first been sending just to friends were getting such wide attention. At times my wife was a bit concerned that we were living in a fishbowl as the details of our lives were forwarded back and forth across the globe, but by the time I realized how widely these letters were being distributed, I’d come to feel that they were potentially important, that they told a story about Israel and her citizens that the press and journalists were simply not telling. For what mattered, I felt then and still feel, was not only who was killing whom, but what all this meant for the lives and dreams of the people who lived here—people on both sides of the political divide. So I kept writing and e-mailing.

As this e-mail phenomenon began to take off, a few friends suggested that I gather the material into a book. At first I resisted the idea, but with time I began to reconsider. Eventually I decided to give it a try. Fortunately, even though I hadn’t saved many of the letters that I’d sent out, my brother, Elie, and some close friends had saved virtually everything, and over the course of a few months, I was able to retrieve most of those letters. What follows here are portions of that material. Some of this book is comprised of the e-mails that I sent out over those years, some to groups of friends, others to my brother. Other chapters are pieces that I wrote and never sent anywhere. Still other sections consist of material that I wrote after the fact to give a context for what had been happening back when I’d written those letters so many months earlier.

As I gathered all this material, I realized that these letters and ruminations tell a story about a seemingly endless struggle. Specifically, they show how we and many others like us slowly came to the painful realization that peace was not just around the corner, as we had thought, but quite the contrary, was actually further away than it had ever seemed. In some ways, this book is a chronicle of a loss of innocence—ours, and that of our children.

There is nothing sadder in war than the children who are its victims. And this war has had more than its share of child victims. Many Palestinian children, urged by leaders in their community to leave school and throw stones and Molotov cocktails at Israeli soldiers, have tragically died in the conflict. And Israeli children have died too. They’ve been killed by snipers, by suicide bombers, by rock throwers, by enemies they didn’t even know they had.

With time, though, I began to realize that our children, like all their Israeli friends and like many other Israeli children, were also victims of this war. They weren’t killed or injured, thankfully, but they slowly grew to understand that there were actually people in the world who were searching for an opportunity to kill them. As the war unfolded from October 2000 on, I watched the subtle but undeniable impact that this year was having on our kids. They’d moved from the protected and secure environment of West Los Angeles, where all the adults they knew cared about them and loved them, to Israel in 2000-2001, where they were suddenly very real targets. That changed much about the way they saw the world. For me, this is one of the most harrowing parts of this story. That, I still believe, is the part of the story that will leave its deep and ugly scars well into the next generation.

So as I began to gather the letters and the vignettes that I’d written, I focused mostly on the material that dealt with children. Our children, “their” children. Dead children and living children. But children all, children whose lives and whose outlooks on the world would never be the same. This is the story of what Israel was, and what Israel became, seen and heard through the eyes and ears of our kids, or through our own eyes and ears as we thought about our kids and the battles into which we’d unwittingly brought them.

It’s the story of a time in which peace gave way to war, when childhood innocence evaporated in the heat of hatred, when it became difficult even to hope. Like countless other Israeli parents, we tried to make our kids’ lives manageable and meaningful, despite it all. What our children learned, what they lost, and how, in the midst of everything, they taught us all over again what it is that really matters—that’s what this book is about.


Before


It’s a Strange Story We Tell

[image: ]

It’s a strange tale we Jews tell, this story about a call that only one man can hear. The call to go to a new place. To leave everything, and everyone, behind. We tell it so often, hear it so regularly, know it so well, that there doesn’t seem anything particularly peculiar about it. But there is.


12 The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your land, the place of your birth, and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you.

2I will make of you a great nation,

And I will bless you;

I will make your name great,

And you shall be a blessing.”

4[So] Abram went forth as the LORD had commanded him, and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he left Haran. 5Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot, and all the wealth that they had amassed, and the persons that they had acquired in Haran; and they set out for the land of Canaan.

—BOOK OF GENESIS



Why do people do such things? Leave their home, the place where they were raised, the place from which their parents came, to go to some unseen destination, “the land that I will show you”? America is a country of immigrants, of course. Many of our grandparents, great-grandparents, and great-great-grandparents did exactly that, but they could tell you what they sought in the United States. A better place. A more secure life. They were looking out for themselves, to be sure, but mostly for their children. They left everything behind in order to give their kids a better tomorrow, a future with more hope. Would they have possibly dreamed of going to a place where their children would live with less security, with more danger, with nightmares that were real?

This story we tell doesn’t talk about that. Or does it? It seems to promise Abram—not only the first Jew, but the first wandering Jew—something better, more secure, more ideal. “And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you. I will make your name great, and you shall be a blessing.”

So Abram heeds the call and sets out. The future will be bright, he is assured—he cannot yet know the cost. We, too, prefer happy endings, so we usually stop telling the story there, so that everything more or less works out. But deep down, we know that that call was only the prelude. The cost was yet to come.


22 Some time afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, “Abraham,” and he answered, “Here I am.” 2And He said, “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the heights that I will point out to you.” 3So early next morning, Abraham saddled his ass and took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac. He split the wood for the burnt offering, and he set out for the place of which God had told him.

—BOOK OF GENESIS



Again God calls Abraham, and again Abraham heeds the call. Now, for the second time, Abraham willingly goes to God’s destination, “one of the heights that I will point out to you.” Again he sets out for the place of which God had told him, but this time it is not with his entire family, but only with his son. Today he heads not to the future of a blessing that beckons, but to the sacrifice of his child, his very key to that future.

The tradition says, of course, that Abraham passed the test with flying colors. In the end, the angel tells him not to sacrifice his son and points out a ram stuck in a thicket that Abraham can offer in his stead. But did he truly pass the test? Is this really what God wanted? Can this be right? Is this what a parent—any parent—should do? Is it ever OK to sacrifice your child? For anything at all?

Most of us are convinced that we would do differently. We would not heed a call that demanded the sacrifice of our children. No matter where the call came from, or what it said. But what would happen if we woke up one day and found ourselves in that very same land, and it suddenly dawned on us that even without knowing that we’d heard the call, we were actually sacrificing our children? We would leave, right? Wouldn’t that be the only sensible thing to do? Leave and save the children. That’s what we’d have to do, no?

Or perhaps not. Could it be that there is something so subtle, so magical, so intoxicating—and so dangerous—about this land that it leads parents to willingly sacrifice their children?


July 1998: Landed


Weizman Urges Arafat to Meet with Netanyahu

President Ezer Weizman yesterday called on Palestinian Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat to meet with Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu to show he is committed to furthering the peace process.

JERUSALEM POST: Thursday, July 21, 1998, page 3



Dear Elie:

We’re here, and just wanted to let you know that we made it safe and sound. Hard to believe we’re here, but we are. And it feels great. I’ve got to admit, Jerusalem is still a thrill, no matter how often I fly over here. After all those hours of flying, when the descent starts and you can see the Tel Aviv shoreline from the plane, it’s still home in some strange way. I hope that the kids will learn to love Israel as much as we do. If that’s all they get out of the year, it will be well worth it.

To tell the truth, the trip wasn’t half bad. Neither of us was terribly looking forward to the transatlantic flight with three kids, but I have to admit that it wasn’t nearly as bad as we expected. The plane was filled with quite a few groups of teenagers headed to Israel for one summer program or another, and even though Beth said, upon surveying the crowd we’d be sharing air and space with for twelve long hours, “Oh, no, I hate teenagers,” the truth is that the teenagers saved the day. Sitting behind us were a pair of sisters from the Bay Area, each with her own Game Boy, which they were amazingly enough eager to share with Tali and Avi. So the big kids were in heaven for many hours, and even Micha got befriended by a different kid on the flight and was happily engaged. It was still a long haul, of course, but the kids were great, and we found free baby-sitting. What could be bad?!

As you can obviously tell, we’re also hooked up to e-mail, so we’re now reachable. Pretty amazing. The person that I’d arranged to have meet me at the house so I could buy a used monitor from him (didn’t seem worth dragging the good Trinitron here for eleven months) was right on time, and with one phone call I got an account with what seems to be the popular ISP around here. So far, so good. Maybe this isn’t the Third World, after all.

The relative smoothness of the whole affair kind of reminded me of our getting here twenty-nine years ago with Mom and Dad. Remember any of it? I remember very little (except, of course, for hating the whole two years here, but that’s a different story!). But Dad still tells that story about how they got lost on the way to finding the Merkaz Kelitah [Immigrant Absorption Center] where we were to be staying and asked a passerby how to get there, to which the reply was “I don’t know, but I’ll tell you.” So far, we haven’t had any of that classic Israeli nonsense, though I suppose it’s not far off.

But to tell you the truth, none of that worries me very much. They were moving here for good, and barely knew the city. We know the city, and are just here for the year. Dad had to deal with the complex world of academic medicine in Israel, and I’m on sabbatical—no new work culture to have to get used to.

The truth is, though, it’s more than that. Each time we come here, I’m struck by what a different country they went to. Kind of backward, at war (and not only technically) on a variety of fronts, and still in its very nascent stages. I suppose I’ll get a better sense of this in the weeks to come, but Jerusalem seems different now. For one thing, I’ve got my e-mail, and there are many fewer soldiers on the streets. Feels more like Europe than the Middle East (except for the heat, which is pretty bad right now). Remember how Mom and Dad were told they’d have to wait eighteen months to get a phone line—another of Dad’s favorite peeves three decades later? That era seems gone, if my experience of getting an ISP account in one day is any indication. We wanted some cash, so we went to an ATM right around the corner, stuck in our card from our Los Angeles Home Savings checking account, and voilà! The money still looks fake and amateurish, but well, we got it without any of those legendary bank lines that I still remember from when we were kids, so who’s complaining? I wonder what would have happened if this was the country we’d moved to in 1969. Think we’d still be here? Hard to know.

Either way, though, I’m excited for the kids to have this experience. They’re actually outside now, exploring the neighborhood, and looking at them from the window up here, I was reminded of us here, at almost the same ages, living only a mile or two away. I hope that this will be good for them. I think it will. Tali’s a bit nervous, but I don’t think that the boys have figured out yet that school will be in a language they don’t speak. Well, we’ll get there when we get there. Thank God for summer vacation!

That’s about the story here. We’re off to stock the kitchen, show the kids around a bit, take them out to dinner, and get this little adventure under way. Mostly, just wanted to give you this new e-mail address and let you know we’re here. We’ll be living in Mom and Dad’s apartment for the first few weeks until our rental is ready (hard to believe that they’ve held on to a place here for thirty years—I guess for them, too, connections here run pretty deep).

Drop a line. Miss you already. Off to brave the heat.

Love,
D


August 1998:
 Throwing Out a Childhood


Arafat: Israeli Pullout Offer Is a Beginning.
Netanyahu Reportedly Agrees to 13% Withdrawal.

Palestinian Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat sounded an optimistic note in Oslo yesterday declaring that Israeli withdrawal proposals could be “a beginning” toward resuscitating the peace talks.

Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, meanwhile, told percent withdrawal from time the West Bank, as the US proposed, sources close to the prime minister said.
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Hey, Elie:

Glad all’s good on your end and that the summer house is working out well. We could use a little beachfront property here! It’s been so damn hot, I can’t tell you. Each day hovers at around one hundred degrees or a bit more, and at night it seems to cool down to a balmy ninety-five. Even Jerusalem is that hot, something I didn’t remember, and it’s not dry, either. I hate the heat—always have, probably always will. You walk outside, and even before you get to the car, it’s like a wall of heat is blocking your way, and if you push yourself to make it through, you’re drenched and disgusting. I’d be perfectly happy hanging out at the Jerusalem pool or taking it easy, but we’ve been touring around as much as possible.

As you recall, the apartment doesn’t have any air conditioning, so we leave the windows open at night to get at least a bit of a breeze in here. It helps a little, and it adds a quaint dimension to the very early mornings here. With the windows open, I sometimes wake up very early, so I make myself a pot of tea and sit in the living room and read. In the very early hours of the morning, when there are still very few cars on the road, I can hear the muezzin chanting out their call to worship from one of the mosques, probably near or in the Old City. And then, a few moments later, I hear the church bells from the Dormitian Abbey on Mount Zion, just as the chants of the local Sephardic synagogue down the street come wafting in. The chorus of the muezzin, the chimes, and the Sephardic melodies is a great way to wake up and be reminded how different is the place you are now from where you were just weeks ago.

But leaving the windows open also has its downside. We’ve now been woken up a few times at about 2:00 A.M. with kids playing soccer on the street in front. At first I thought it was outrageously inconsiderate that their parents let them play soccer on the street in the middle of the night, but now I think it’s kind of cool that parents can let their twelve-and thirteen-year-old kids play outside in the middle of the night with not a single worry. It might not be the neighbor-conscious approach that we’re used to from L.A., but then again, in L.A. we didn’t let the kids out of our sight on the street; here, if Tali or Avi had any inclination to play on the street at 2:00 A.M., there’d be no rational reason not to let them.

That’s the big difference between Jerusalem and Los Angeles, between Israel now and Israel back when we were kids here. Do you remember how Mom and Dad were always telling us that we couldn’t pick up anything interesting that we saw lying on the ground because it could be rigged to a bomb, and how they explained that children were getting killed by bombs that were attached to toys and other items that appeared to have been abandoned? I remember it clearly, and still find myself shying away from anything left on the ground.

But now things are different. No one seems to worry about that anymore. Each time Micha bends over to pick something up, I have an instinctive reaction to grab his hand and to remind him that it’s dangerous. But it’s not. It’s a stupid little thing, but I think it gives a sense of how different things are now. The business with the Arabs probably isn’t completely over yet, but at least kids don’t have to live in fear of toys on the ground. Life here is getting normal. Not your average American suburb yet, to be sure, but it’s getting there. Kind of nice, after all these years.

The kids are doing great, by the way, though even they, who had seemed immune to the heat at first, are now beginning to melt. Beth is on this intense “we’ve got to see something new each day” kick, I suppose because she realizes school is going to start soon, my work is going to get a bit more serious, and we’ve only got a relatively few months to get the kids to have a feel for Jerusalem and the rest of the country. The kids are making fun of her and saying, “Time to get in the car—Ema heard about a rock we haven’t seen yet.” But it’s in good humor. They actually do seem to enjoy most of the places she drags them to.

Actually, though, what I think she wants is for them to have more than a feel for Israel. She wants them to love it here the way she does. It’s just in her bones—in a way that it’s still not in mine, as much as I love seeing Tel Aviv from the plane as we land. With her, it’s different. She just adores this place. I’m having a great time with her and the kids, but even though it is very different from the place that I remember as a kid, and there’s obviously much to love, I don’t begin to match her infatuation with it.

In all, we’re having a great time. It’s amazing what being on vacation can do for you. Even when I’ve taken a month off in the past, I was always on the phone with the office, checking e-mail, getting faxes, planning what was going to happen when I got back. A year’s a totally different experience. This time I’ve completely let it go, and the relief is unbelievable. I’m already getting a bit worried about what it will be like to go back at the end of the year, though as this is only August, spending more than a moment on that concern seems a bit premature!

Unfortunately, though, I’m actually heading out to the airport in a few hours for my trip back to L.A. to get the academic year started there. I’m not much in the mood to leave Beth and the kids, and as we’ve only been here for a few weeks, I don’t feel the need to get out of Israel or to recharge my U.S. batteries. But there’s no choice in the matter, so I’ll try to make the best of it.

So here’s the main reason for this note. The day that I get back to Jerusalem after this jaunt, we’re moving to our rental apartment in Bakk’a and are heading out of the apartment Mom and Dad have held on to all these years. (That means that Beth will more or less have to pack up the place on her own, though after what we did to prepare to leave the house in L.A., repacking our ten duffel bags probably won’t seem like much of a big deal.) Since we’re leaving Mom and Dad’s apartment and it’s now going to pass on to other people, it seems we’re going to have to throw out a bunch of their stuff.

In ways that I didn’t anticipate, it’s going to be strange to leave this apartment. It’s still filled with lots of the detritus from thirty years ago. For example, some of their furniture from the living room is still here. Remember that classic ’60’s stereo cabinet? Still there. The plates are the same ones from back then. Lots of Dad’s paintings are here (I took a few and put them in my office at the Foundation), and there are some other interesting things, too. Letters from Mom to Dad when he was traveling during their two years here, checkbook stubs and receipts—a life. That old black dial telephone that they liked so much (and that Dad still wants us to hold on to). A good number of Sabba [Sabba is Hebrew for “Grandpa”] Meir’s books, too.

Now that Yoni’s moving out, we have to get rid of lots of this stuff. Yoni [the author’s youngest brother] doesn’t want it in his new place, quite understandably, and we don’t have room either. Mom and Dad said that they don’t care about most of it (aside from the telephone, and a few other odds and ends), so a lot of it’s going to get trashed.

Which is sad. I’m a bit surprised at how attached I feel to this apartment—even though I never lived in it—and to all the things in it that Yoni moved here from their previous apartment years ago. After all, I was the one who disliked being here for those two years as kids. I still have an incredible amount of respect for Mom and Dad and their taking a shot at living here, but I still hated it. I remember despising school, not liking the kids in the neighborhood, always feeling that I was slightly out of it because I never fully got the language. I hated being stuck between secular Israelis who thought we were religious fanatics and religious Israelis who thought we were some strange version of secularists. I remember the day that Mom and Dad told us that we were moving back to the States, how you and Yoni cried, and how I was secretly thrilled but didn’t want to say anything.

And still, despite all that, it’s hard to part with all the reminders of those years. I was glad we left, have resisted Beth’s desire to move here for years, and still—I realize how much of who I am was shaped by that experience. The strangest part of the whole thing is the fact that we’re now bringing our kids to have exactly the same experience that I did. Go figure.

Well, c’est la vie. Back to the apartment packing—it’s a dirty job, but somebody’s got to do it! If there’s anything in the apartment that you remember that you want, let me know and we’ll put it aside for you. Truth is, there’s not lots of the kids’ things here anymore. I don’t know if Mom and Dad threw them out when we left after two years, or whether they brought them back to the States, or if they’ve gradually gotten thrown out over the past twenty-something years. But if there is anything that you want, we’re happy to hold on to it for you. You can pick it up when you come for Tali’s Bat Mitzvah in a few weeks, or we can stash it for you for the year and deal with it at the end when we pack up. I just don’t want to dismantle your childhood without your consent. (After all, you were the one who liked it here.)

Anyway, off to the airport. I’ll be in L.A. in two days, and will be there for about two weeks. My office number’s the same as it always was, and I’ll be staying at Josh and Bonnie’s house in the evenings. I’m sure I’ll talk to you in the next few days.

Love to all your girls,
D


September 1998:
 Deaths in the Family, and a Very Different Rosh Ha-Shannah


Albright Not as Optimistic as Clinton

At the start of Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s press briefing on President Bill Clinton’s summit with Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and Palestinian Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat, White House spokesman Mike McCurry joked that Albright had held more meetings with the two leaders last weekend than Mark McGwire had hit home runs the whole baseball season.
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Hi, everyone:

A brief (or not so brief) note before I get back to real work (I absolutely must make some progress on the book I’m trying to finish) in a few moments. Yom Kippur begins tomorrow night, so I thought that I would write an update about life here over the past two weeks.

I think that the major impact during this time has been that our kids, especially the older ones, are getting a clear glimpse of how very different life in Jerusalem is, for better and not. It started most clearly at a Shabbat dinner three Friday nights ago.

We were invited to the home of some people we didn’t know well, but whom I had briefly met once. We went to their house after shul, and as our kids were exploring the apartment during the evening, they came across a picture of a soldier in uniform who looked a lot like the father in this family, but was clearly not him. One of our kids asked who it was, and the dad said it was his brother. Then, after an awkward pause, he added that the picture was taken shortly before his brother was killed in action in Lebanon about ten years ago. I don’t think our kids had ever met anyone who’d lost anyone that close in any war, and they were clearly impacted. I wouldn’t necessarily say shaken, but something got in about how immediate things are here.

Then, the next Friday night, we were invited across the hall in our apartment building to the home of people that we really didn’t know. What the hell—one more Shabbat of not cooking, so we took it! They turned out to be lovely people, with six kids in an apartment just like ours, which our kids think is a tad tight with three kids. During the meal, as our kids were trying to learn all the other kids’ names, one of the parents said that a certain child was named Boaz, and someone from our family (I no longer recall who) said that they liked that name a lot. The father said, “We like it too, but he’s named for Michal’s [his wife’s] brother, who was killed in the army when she was two months pregnant.”

The look on our kids’ faces was pretty remarkable. Avi had a puzzled look, as if he were thinking, “Is this going to happen every Friday night?” What could we say? It won’t, but it’ll happen a lot more than anyone would like to believe. That verse from Exodus about the tenth plague, which speaks of the smiting of the firstborn and says that “there was no house in which someone wasn’t dead” came to mind. It’s true here, and the kids are learning that as a fact of life; tragically sad, but not abnormal in the way that it would be in the States.

The clincher occurred a few days later, though, after Beth and I had spent some time telling the kids how brave these two young people had been, how much they loved Israel, and how they were willing to give everything for the Jews to have a place to live. (Academics here are big-time into post-Zionism, a radical critique of the mythologies that once lay at the heart of Zionism, such as the idea that the Jews were always militarily outnumbered here, that we acted only in defense, or that Palestine was basically uninhabited when we arrived on these shores decades ago. But at home, we’re still using the mythology of the previous generation; it’s a lot simpler.) Anyway, a friend of ours comes over and somehow the weird coincidence of these two Friday nights comes up in conversation. Our friend, who knows both families, says, “Those two deaths were particularly bad.”

It turns out that the first person, who was killed on his twenty-fifth birthday shortly after making aliyah from the States, was part of a platoon in Lebanon. They
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