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Yom Kippur is a day of denial.  We abstain from food, beverages, sex and

more.  If we were sadistic, we might actually enjoy all of this.  However,

Yom Kippur is not about pleasure.  In fact, ultimately, life is not about our

own personal enjoyment.

That message is certainly at odds with a culture which is constantly

feeding our desire for pleasure and convenience, but Judaism clearly

states that the purpose of life is making the world a better place by

focusing on the welfare of others.  There is, of course, nothing

wrong with enjoying life, but that is not why we are here.

By fasting on Yom Kippur, we don’t have to think about what we will eat.

By fasting on Yom Kippur, we have time to focus on who we have been,

what we have done and where we are going in the new year.

Yom Kippur is not an easy day.  It isn’t meant to be.  It is a day which

demands much of us physically and spiritually.  We confront difficult

questions which face us as individuals and as a nation.

One such question is the current tragedy of Syria.  Why is it that the

deaths of 100,000 people over the past 2 ½ years attracted relatively-little



attention, but the deaths of 1,400 Syrians by chemical weapons became a

crime against humanity which could not be ignored?

As serious and disturbing as those 1,400 deaths are, why aren’t 99,000

deaths by guns, bombs, grenades and other weapons just as disturbing?

Why do the former summon the world’s condemnation and not the latter?

Bashar al-Assad is responsible for the deaths of at least 100,000 of his

own people, far outdoing the murderous rampages of his father Hafez al-

Assad, the previous president of Syria.  The world, as it usually does,

stood largely silent until recently.

Should we?  Frankly, I am sick and tired of war.  American troops have

fought valiantly around the world and thousands have died in Iraq and

Afghanistan, forever changing the lives of hundreds of thousands of family

members and friends.  So we need to ask “do we really need a war and do

we really need one in Syria, of all places?”

Twelve years ago this week, our nation endured the scariest event in the

past fifty years.  Members of our congregation saw the planes hitting the

World Trade Center towers.  Some were missing for hours.  A cousin of

mine, whom I had just met a month earlier, was among the scores of

Rockland County residents to die that day.



For several months, American flags were everywhere, we sang “God

Bless America” at High Holy Day services and patriotism was contagious.

For a few years, people hesitated to schedule weddings, b’nai mitzvah

and other celebrations on September 11.

That feeling has largely passed.  While TV dramatically portrays memorial

ceremonies at Ground Zero, few of us actually attend those ceremonies

any more.  At Wednesday night’s commemoration by the Town of Orange-

town, perhaps 250 people were present to hear me and others read the

list of names.  However, other than the victims’ families, emergency

responders and those participating in the program, community

attendance was extremely small.

Like the Holocaust, September 11 has lost much of its emotional power.

We can be whipped into a frenzy for war, but unless we are firmly

committed to staying the course, the war makes no sense.

We will see what happens with Syria, but it certainly presented us with a

moral quandry.  Assad is a murderous butcher, but we understand that if

he falls or is taken out, he could be replaced by an Islamist murderous

butcher.  Syria going Islamist could change the entire Middle East.  So, is



America not only willing to attack, but also willing to hang in there and

deal with the consequences of an attack?

A man named Charles Gray wrote these words:

Row upon row of stark white stones

Against a sea of verdant green.

The sound of the wind through the trees

So lonely and forlorn.

Beneath this hallowed landscape lay

The flowers of our time.

Those who gave the final measure

For generations yet unborn.

Visiting a national veterans’ cemetery, one cannot help but be moved by

the row upon row of stark white stones.  In the movies, war is dirty and

gritty, but with a certain sense of camaraderie and adventure.  There is a

certain macho thrill to its portrayal on screen.  However, the reality of war

is death.  Death for thousands of young men and women who would

otherwise be with us shopping in the malls, going to ball games, raising

families, paying taxes and more.



What a terrible waste of humanity!  If and when war is waged, it must be

with a clear and urgent purpose.  In Judaism, there is the concept of

milkhemet r’shut, which is an optional war and then there is milkhemet

mitzvah, which is a war one has no option but to fight.

There is no question that radical Islam is sweeping the Middle East and

Europe.  It poses a threat to the way of life known by hundreds of millions

of people.  Radical Islam is anti-Israel and anti-Semitic.  It will have to be

challenged, perhaps militarily.

However, what to do about the lying and murderous regime currently in

charge of Syria?  We have heard the leader of Syria plainly lie one day

saying his nation does not possess chemical weapons and the next day

supposedly agree to turn those nations over to the Russians.

There is a lot of deception in politics, to be true.  However, when we look

at Israel’s neighbors, one cannot help but be impressed by the width and

breadth of the falsehoods and the hatred emanating from those leaders.

Yassir Arafat denied that there was ever a Jewish Temple standing on the

Temple Mount, the current Palestinian leader, Mahmoud Abbas, wrote his

doctoral thesis denying that the Holocaust ever took place.  The list goes

on, but we get the idea.  There is an enormous amount of evil in our world,



however when and how to confront it is the question with which our

national leaders must grapple.

About eight years ago, I travelled on a one-day mission to Washington DC

with members of the former Hudson Valley Political Action Committee.

This enormously influential, pro-Israel PAC had open access to the inner

halls of Congress.  I was able to talk Tigers’ baseball with Senator Jim

Bunning, also a member of the Baseball Hall of Fame and I met and spoke

with various senators and representatives.

Then, along with six other members of the group, I was ushered into the

bright yellow Senate office of then Senator Hillary Clinton.    We spoke for

awhile before I asked her “what are we going to do about Iran?”

She paused and said “that is a very complex question.”  Ultimately, she

had no answer, at least not one that she was going to give us.  Clearly, she

understood that for any American action, there will be an Iranian reaction.

The same lesson is true with Syria.

I don’t know if President Obama was prepared to fire missiles into Syria,

but apparently the Russians felt that his bluster was strong enough for

them to take action.  Maybe President Obama has learned a bit about the

Middle East.  It isn’t necessarily what you do, but what you say you are



prepared to do.  In the Middle East, leaders are decisive or they are

ignored.

On this Yom Kippur, we pray that the year ahead will be one in which there

is no need to list American casualties in our weekly email bulletin, in which

America, Israel and all good people will finally know the blessing of peace.

However, until that time arrives, we must be prepared for war, as much as

we detest it.  Whether Syria was the place for us to draw a line in the sand,

I cannot say.  I am glad that our president stood up and proclaimed the

evil of chemical weapons;  I am glad that our president let Syria and the

world know that this will not be tolerated and I am hopeful that there will

be no need to go over war over this or any other issue relating to Syria.

This is the Day of Judgment.  God judges us, but we also have to look at

our own actions.  Much of what we spend our lives doing has no ultimate

value.  War, on the other hand, has devastating consequences.

Yom Kippur is the Day of Denial, but we cannot deny the reality of the

world around us.  Living in the oasis of America, we do not see and

experience what the people of Israel see and experience.  Try living with

neighbors like Syria, Iran, Lebanon, Egypt, Iraq and Gaza and more.  Try



living with periodic government announcements about how and when to

pick up your gas mask, as they have been doing in Israel.

September 11 is a reminder of the evil which truly exists in the world.  We

can shield our eyes from it, but we dare not deny its existence, even on

and especially on this day of facing the truth openly and honestly.

Tradition says that our fate is sealed on this day, but we are co-partners

with God in what happens in this world.  We can sit back and let others

determine our fate.  However, as individuals and as citizens of our

respective communities, we have both the opportunity and the

responsibility to be proactive, rather than reactive, if we hope to prevail

over the forces of violence and hatred which are sweeping the world.

We may not have all of the answers.  However, this we know.  Working

together towards solutions, rather than denying the reality of the problem,

brings us closer to having our names written and sealed in the Book of Life

for a good year.    So may it be!  AMEN

.


