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It been a week filled with fear in Israel.  Hundreds of Palestinians have died in the Gaza Strip. Thousands of piles of rubble fill the streets of the tiny territory.  Hamas fired rockets fell onto Ashdod and Ashkelon. Four rockets fell on the city of Beersheva.  Beersheva sounds familiar to us but we can’t quite place it, on the map or in the context of history.  It isn’t one of the big three—the port city of Haifa, the cosmopolitan city of Tel Aviv or the spiritual center of Jerusalem.  But we struggle with its name and keep trying to connect to it.  Beersheva is a pretty ordinary Israeli town.  It has a mix of rich and poor people, it’s not too religious and not too secular.  It is a place where people try to make a living in a difficult economy, educate their children, survive as immigrants and native born Israelis, dwelling near the geographic center of the country. Beersheva we keep saying to ourselves—why does that sound so familiar??  Maybe you have a child, grandchild or colleague who studied at Ben Gurion University.  Maybe you went on a trip and your bus stopped to buy souvenirs.  Maybe you recognize it from the Torah.
Over and over again, in the book of Genesis, our ancestors find themselves in Beersheva.

· Abraham heads in the direction of Beersheva when God first calls to him and Sarah Lech Lecha.

· Beersheva is the destination toward which Abraham and Isaac head when they come down from Mount Moriah after the akeda story.

· Hagar and Ishmael are banished to Beersheva and it is there that God provides water to save their lives.

· Abraham enters into an agreement in Beersheva, plants a tree there and names the city.

· Isaac settles in Beersheva after military conflicts.

· Jacob departs from Beersheva as a young man on his way to Haran to find a wife.

· Jacob returns to Beersheva in this week’s Torah portion, as an old man, on his way to Egypt where he will be reunited with his beloved son Joseph after many years of separation.

In this week’s Torah portion the story begins.  “So Israel set out with all that was his, and he came to Beersheva, where he offered sacrifices to the God of his father Isaac.  God called to Israel in a vision by night: “Jacob Jacob!” He answered, “Here I am.”  And God said, “I am God, God of your father.  Al tirah—don’t be afraid…”
  God reassures Jacob, telling him al tirah—don’t be afraid.  I will accompany you to Egypt and return with you to the land of Israel, and your son Joseph will be with you when you die.  One modern commentator suggests this means, “[God] knows a person’s unexpressed inner anxieties and fears.”
  God’s response indicates Jacob’s fears were related to the journey to Egypt, encountering his son Joseph, about being able to return to his home and even about his own death.

Rabbi Michael Marmur, Dean of the HUC-JIR Jerusalem campus, who has been our teacher as a scholar in residence, teaches about Jacob and his fears.  He explores a midrashic text in which the rabbis construct an elaborate political science lecture, all based on other places in the Bible where God uses the same words of this week’s Torah portion, al tirah—don’t be afraid.  The setting for the scene in the Midrash is just outside of Beersheva.  Jacob is young and he dreams of the ladder stretching between heaven and earth, angels go up and down on the rungs.
The Midrash goes like this.

“Rabbi Samuel ben Nachman teaches the angels going up and down 
are the guardian princes of the nations of the world.  
He imagines God showed Jacob: 
the Prince of Babylon ascending 70 rungs of the ladder, 
the Prince of Media ascending 52 rungs of the ladder, 
the Prince of Greece ascending 180 rungs, 
the Prince of Rome ascending so far Jacob could not count the rungs.  
At this Jacob grew afraid.

God says, al tirah—don’t be afraid.
Even if the king of Rome were to reach my throne 
I would send him back down.”

Rabbi Samuel Ben Nachman is teaching about world history—about the rise and fall of empires and power in the ancient world.  Jacob fears that Rome will never fall but God promises him, the laws of gravity will prevail and that all that rises will fall.  Rabbi Michael Marmur suggests  this midrash places “Jews outside of history as observers, concerned about how the rule of others will effect us but not rising or falling on the ladder of power and politics ourselves.”
 It is an ancient parable about the fear of powerlessness.  Jacob is afraid not of having power but of being powerless.  In this example, God responds to our fear and to us, to take find comfort and reassurance in Divine power.  God assures us that staying off the ladder of power and politics is to maintain a place of safety and security due to God’s presence in our lives.
The midrash however continues with a more provocative reading.  In a second parable a group of rabbis interpret history quite differently.

Again they imagine Jacob standing by the ladder.

This time however he sees:

The prince of Babylon goes up and comes down.

The prince of Media goes up and comes down.

The prince of Greece goes up and comes down.

The prince of Rome goes up and comes down.

God then turns to Jacob and says to him, “Now you go up the ladder.”

Now Jacob is afraid and thinks, 

“Perhaps, God forbid, 
in the same way that these rulers went up and came down, 

so too am I also to rise only to fall?”

Now God says, “al tirah—don’t be afraid…
Once you ascend there will be no decent for you.”
And then the text ends with these words,

Jacob would not believe and did not ascend.

This reading of history includes the rise of four great countries and their fall.  And then, God urges Jacob, the leader of the Jewish people, to climb the ladder to power, to embrace the potential of sovereignty for his own nation. But Jacob is afraid.  He is afraid to step onto the ladder of power for fear of falling.  Despite God’s reassurances and encouragement he is unable to take the step.  He is, as Rabbi Marmur teaches, “unconvinced by God to take the step because he fears that once we have taken on the burden and blessing of nationhood the laws of gravity will prevail…As we go up we are liable to fall as well.”  And so he remains in his place, without faith and unwilling to ascend. In the rabbi’s imagination he is unwilling to: embrace the potential power of independence and leadership, step toward freedom and responsibility in history, take on the burden and blessing of nationhood.

When Jacob arrives at Beersheva in this weeks Torah portion, it is many years since he had that dream about the ladder.  Nearly a whole lifetime passed since that night when he couldn’t step onto the ladder.  We can imagine all those scraps of dreams and nightmares, of memories and reality come back to him as he smells the familiar desert air, sips the familiar tasting well water, sees the tree planted by grandfather prays at the alter for sacrifices built by his father.  This time, when God tells him, al tirah—don’t be afraid, he isn’t afraid.  In this week’s portion he takes the steps that lead him and us to a place of power on the world stage where we will rise and fall, over and over again, from the ancient world all the way until modern times.  It is those steps taken in this week’s Torah portion, on a metaphoric ladder to Egypt which leads us to Sinai, through the wilderness 
and back to the land of Israel.  Those step tread a path through 5000 years all the way to the Gaza Strip and on to Beersheva, all the way to this the first week of the year 2009.
In 1948 a group of brave Jews took that same step and climb onto the ladder.  60 years ago we took a step to became part of history in a way never previously experienced.  The decision to be a modern country on the world stage—to dwell in the land promised to ancestors, to fulfill that covenant promise—to be a great people, to build up the land with fields and cities, to fill it with Jews from around the world and with values and morals and ethics from the Torah.  Those early Zionists made a decision to risk the laws of gravity, to use our power and ascend. It hasn’t been an easy 60 years since David Ben Gurion declared Israel’s independence.  Israel has fought war after war after war.  Israel has engaged in a seemingly never ending cycle of claiming land and returning land.  Israel has tolerated cold peace with some neighbors and hot war with others.  Israel is now facing a growing Arab population that poses a demographic threat to the defining quality and characteristics of a Jewish homeland.  
All of which leads us back to Beersheva—just as our biblical ancestors always found their way back to Beersheva when the challenges were great.  God appears over and over again in Beersheva to offer our biblical ancestors courage and hope and comfort in times of challenge and conflict in their own lives and in the national life of our people.  It is in Beersheva that God calms their fears and helps them move forward when they are, as Dr. Nachum Sarna suggests, “reluctant to continue the journey.”
  It can be discouraging and frightening.  Some today feel scared and reluctant to continue the journey. To continue to fight against enemies that hate Jews, an unfair image in the European press, to sow seeds of life in a land of war. Some may feel reluctant to continue climbing the ladder to embrace the power of politics and wars, to confront the at times daunting task of being a thriving democracy in the midst of the chaotic region—to create a place of innovation and inspiration in technology (Israel is the leader in the development of cell phones and gas-free cars) and more significantly, in the pursuit of peace.  

The rockets falling on Beersheva this week remind us of our covenantal commitment.  And we can learn from Jacob’s actions, albeit in reverse order.  Jacob offered a sacrifice and then set out accompanied by his family.  Tonight we can pledge our support to members of our Jewish family and we offer words of prayer, our modern substitute for ancient sacrifices. The Torah portion tells us in spite of his fear Jacob moves toward the future.  He continues on the journey toward reconciliation and family peace, and he is not alone. The text is very clear that he is accompanied by his family.  Israel is setting out and we need to let our friends, our family, know they are not alone. We need to let them know that while we are not there by their side, we support them.  We will go with them into a hard and narrow time, into places like Egypt and Gaza, because we share a commitment made long ago to our ancestors, this land can be a place of peace, a source of blessing for us and the world.

How can we do it?

1. As always we can make financial donations of money to the URJ emergency fund or to any of the Israeli organizations we love—hearing from us at this time, receiving a gift, of any size from us, at this time of crisis, means a great deal to our relatives.

2. We can write or call or email our elected officials and encourage them to show their support for Israel when she is being criticized by so many around the world.  It is especially important to be in touch with President-elect Obama and urge him to place the issues of Middle East peace, and the relationship between Israeli’s and Palestinians high up on the priority list for his administration and his new Secretary of State.

3. Finally, you can come and learn more.  We are so fortunate that starting this Thursday night and continuing through the month of January, guest lecturer, Dr. Eli Avraham, Senior Lecturer at the University of Haifa and Schusterman Visiting Professor at the University of North Texas, will be here at Temple to teach a four week course entitled: Israel at 60: Through the Looking Glass Reflections on Media, Culture and Society.  The planning committee is to be commended for their wisdom and insight in picking such a relevant and important topic for our community—and for somehow (in an absurd sort of way) even getting the timing exactly right!

When Jacob was bombarded with memories in Beersheva, he offered a sacrifice.  Now as rockets land in Beersheva and bombs fall in nearby Gaza, we offer a prayer to help us overcome our fear, and to help us focus on the potential for peace in a time of war.
Please join me on page 259.
O Heavenly One, Protector and Redeemer of Israel, 

Bless the State of Israel which marks the dawning of hope for all who seek peace.

Shield it beneath the wings of Your love; spread over it the canopy of Your peace;

Ssend Your light and truth to all who lead and advise,

Guiding them with your good counsel.

Establish peace in the land and fullness of joy for all who dwell there.  Amen.

Ken Yehi Ratzon.  So May it be God’s will.  Amen.
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