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Shortly after Susie and I returned home from our year in Jerusalem – the first year of my rabbinical training – way back in 1973, we paid a visit to our friend, Sharon, whose parents had a vacation home perhaps an hour away from Toronto.  It was a beautiful weekend, with good food, good drink, good friends, gorgeous weather.  After a year of roughing it in Israel, a year of living in our own Jerusalem apartment, speaking Hebrew, shopping in the local grocery stores, taking Egged buses, a year of adjusting to a very different life than we were used to, it was delightful in all its familiarity and comfort.

So we spent the weekend swimming in the lake, barbecuing on the grill, telling stories from our year away, catching up with our good friends whom we had not seen in a year.  It was wonderful.  Or at least it was until a difficult discussion with Sharon’s parents seemed to sour everything.  We were sitting around in lawn chairs in the back of their home when Sharon’s parents sat down beside us.  Ardent Zionists that they were, they were delighted and intrigued that we had spent a year in their “favorite place in the world.”  They wanted to know all about it, “every detail” they said.  They were beaming, all ears.

So we told them.  We told them how wonderful the experience had been.  We told them about the tiyulim, the trips we had taken to explore the length and breadth of the land.  We told them about the opportunities we had to meet the people, to live like Israelis, to share daily life with them.  They were still beaming.

Then we said:  Of course, it wasn’t all easy.  We found the Israelis could sometimes be rude, pushy, aggressive.  We laughed about having to battle the Hasidim to get a seat on the bus, about the pushtakim, the Israeli hooligans who would shout and roll Coke bottles down the cement floor of the movie theaters making a racket, interrupting the movie.  We talked about the crowds and the noise and the dirt of the marketplaces where we did our Friday morning shopping for Shabbat.  By now, Sharon’s parents were no longer smiling.  In fact, they were getting visibly upset, steam almost literally coming out of their ears.  

Almost in unison, they turned to me and Susie and said:  How could you say such things.  We’ve been in Israel any number of times and we’ve never found the people to be anything but polite and anxious to please.

Well, I was 22 years old and not very diplomatic so I said what I felt was true but perhaps should not.  I said I wondered if their experience had been different from ours because they hadn’t really rubbed elbows with the people but had stayed in the King David Hotel, been chauffeured around in limousines and dined in only the best places.  Perhaps we saw a side of Israel they had not been allowed to see.  

Now they were really irate.  What ingrates we were!  We had been given this wonderful opportunity to spend a year in “the most wonderful place in the world” and all we could focus on was the negative.  What kind of Zionists were we anyway?  They had thought we were lovers of Israel, especially with me about to be a rabbi, but obviously they had been mistaken.  All we saw was the negative.  We were no friends of Israel at all!

I must tell you:  since that day, I’ve been wondering what it means to be a “friend of Israel.”  Does it mean we see only the positive and overlook the problems, the challenges, the flaws?  What, after all, does it mean to be a friend?

To some people, of course, a friend is someone who supports us in everything we say and do, a person who always accepts our choices, decisions and actions, someone for whom we can do no wrong.  I guess it’s like everyone’s ideal grandmother, the one who sees you as something only a notch down from the Messiah, someone for whom you are perfection itself.  Let’s not kid ourselves.  Having people like this in your life is a wonderful gift.  They give us confidence, strength, hope, a solid foundation upon which to grow.

But tonight I want to suggest to you that such people, while they are wonderful to have in our lives – and I’m not sure we could live without them – may not be our best friends.  In truth, they are cheerleaders more than friends.  A friend, yes, is someone who loves us unconditionally, who celebrates with us when we are happy, cries with us when we are bereft.  A friend is someone who compliments us when we earn it, someone who supports us, encourages us, spurs us on to face challenges.  But a true friend is different from our grandmother for whom we can do no wrong.  A true friend is one who challenges us to be honest with ourselves, to see where we come up short.  A true friend is one who demands we live up to our best selves -- and nothing less.  

Hochayach tochiach ito, the Torah teaches.  “When your friend is mistaken, you shall surely chastise him.”  With words of loving correction, a true friend inspires us to rise above our limitations and grow to be the best people we can be.  That is a true friend.  And it is true not only in our personal relationships but, I would argue, in our relationships with the places, institutions, and yes countries that we love.

It is true when it comes to organizations like this synagogue.  A real friend of this congregation doesn’t see us as flawless, dismissing any criticism or suggestion for improvement because, after all, we’re already pretty much perfect.  A real friend of this country doesn’t speak of American exceptionalism, that we are just so wonderful and unique, better by far than any other nation, “my country right or wrong.”  

And, in just the same way, a true friend of Israel praises our Jewish nation for its many incredible accomplishments, achievements and contributions to the world – and they are legion! – but also works with Israel to make her better.  A true friend of Israel tells her when he is pained by actions Israel has taken, words she has spoken, decisions she has made or failed to make.  That is true friendship.  

In the end, I’d like to think that Sharon’s parents, as much as they clearly did love Israel, did Israel no good through their willful blindness.  In the end, I’d like to think that it’s hard to find better friends of Israel than Susie and me and all of us who love Israel so much, believe in her so deeply, feel so blessed that we live in a day when there is – after two thousand years – a Jewish state, but want her to live up to a high standard in everything she does and know that the only way a friend can help her to do so is through candor, and sometimes loving criticism.

Where am I going with all this?  I suspect you can guess.

Last week, President Obama spoke at the annual conference of AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, in Washington DC.  He spoke about the Middle East, about the quantum changes in the Arab world of the last months  -- a phenomenon we now call Arab Spring --  about the killing of bin Laden and the war against Islamic terrorism and about prospects for renewing peace negotiations between Israel and the Palestinians.  

Now, the President took a lot of criticism for his words, especially here in our Jewish community, some of it pretty harsh.  (In fact, I received an email this week inviting me to a rally at a synagogue in the Northeast organized by the ZOA, with the following words:  Emergency Town Hall meeting, Israel in Crisis:  President Obama Calls for a Hamas/Fatah Terror State based on indefensible ’67 lines.”) And while most of the conversation has been at a considerably more elevated level of dialogue than this, the tone in the Jewish community this last week has been fairly consistently disappointed, angry and critical.

Again and again, I hear members of our Jewish community questioning the President’s motives, his intentions, his sympathies.  Clearly, he is no friend of Israel, no friend of ours, they say.  We long, many of us, for the days of George W. Bush whose public statements on Israel never wavered from complete and total support.

But, as I have been suggesting:  there is friendship and there is friendship.  Let me be clear:  I do not doubt for an instant that President Bush was and remains a strong supporter of the Jewish state.  And I do sometimes wonder about what goes on in President Obama’s heart, if he truly and viscerally cares about our Jewish state, and, if so, why he hasn’t found time to pay a state visit there in well over two years of leadership to make a statement with his presence that he (literally) stands with Israel.

But I do believe that a friend, a true friend, isn’t just the one who tells us what we want but also what we need to hear.  And that, in my estimation, is precisely what the President has done.  He has complimented, encouraged and supported Israel but also reminded her of unpleasant truths, truths she would rather not hear but without which there will never ever be peace.  

The truth is, of course, that there will have to be compromises by both sides.  The truth is that both sides will have to stop allowing their most irredentist, most hard-line elements to set the agenda for their communities.  The truth is that neither side will get everything it wants and that if they insist on doing so, there will never ever be peace.  That is exactly what the President said.  I think he said it in a balanced, even-handed and thoughtful way.  While many of us didn’t like it, we needed to hear it.  And that is what a friend does.

Now we know:  when a true friend wants to speak difficult truths to us, he is wise to begin with words of support and encouragement.  And that is what the President did.  He reminded us all of the unshakeable historical friendship between America and Israel.  He supported Israel’s absolute right of self-defense, as a Jewish state and a Jewish homeland.  He supported Israel’s contention that it cannot reasonably expect to enter into negotiations with a joint Hamas/PA entity until Hamas rescinds its call for the destruction of Israel through violent means.  He was clear in saying that peace could only come out of negotiations, that it couldn’t be imposed from without, that he stood foursquare against attempts to achieve Palestinian statehood through the United Nations.  He spoke powerfully about the need for the free world to resist a nuclear Iran, something about which Israel has stronger feelings than virtually anyone else in the world.  In these, and a number of other significant points, the President said the exact words Israel – and those who love her -- wanted and needed to hear.  If he stopped there, he would have been a hero in the Jewish community.

But the President went further.  He also called for Israel to make difficult compromises.  He reminded Israel that the dream of a Jewish and democratic state could not be achieved through permanent occupation.  He supported the right of the Palestinian people for a secure and contiguous state of their own.  He reiterated his position that continued settlement-building and expansion are obstacles to peace.  And, most famously, he called upon the two parties to use the pre-67 lines as the starting point for negotiations that would inevitably involve mutually agreed-upon land swaps.  

Now, part of me hears this formulation and the angry response of so much of our Jewish world and wonders what all the fuss is about.  Surely this has been the exact position of America’s last several presidents as we see in the words of President George W. Bush in January 2008:  “While territory is an issue for both parties to decide, I believe that any peace agreement between them will require mutually agreed adjustments to the armistice lines of 1949 to reflect current realities and to ensure that the Palestinian state is viable and contiguous.”  

More importantly, this has been the position of both Israel and the PA for more than a decade.  We know that back in 2000 and again during the administration of Ehud Olmert, the parties were within tiny fractions of a percent in agreeing on precisely what and where the land swaps would be.    So part of me sees all this brouhaha – “President Obama  Calls for a Hamas/Fatah Terror State based on indefensible ’67 lines” – and wonders what all the excitement is about.

On the other hand, I do understand that there is a difference between this being America’s private position and its being a clearly articulated policy and I do very much understand our discomfort in hearing this position expressed publicly as part of efforts by our government to take a more active role in pushing negotiations between the parties.

Still, is there anyone but the most extreme who doubts that Israel and the Palestinians will have to accept this principle – that the parties will need to return to the pre-’67 lines with agreed-upon land swaps, largely leaving the major areas of Israeli settlement around Jerusalem and Ariel intact, trading these for chunks of land from the Negev desert?  Is there anyone but the most extreme -- or those who do not believe in a two-state solution or those who believe there is no chance ever of a peace agreement between the two parties -- is there any but these who don’t accept what the President has stated?  His words are true – and even obvious – and they needed to be stated, even though they make us uncomfortable.  That is what a friend does, not someone who says we can have it all, we can make no compromises, and still have peace.   As the President said, and I quote:  …(P)recisely because of our friendship, it is important that we tell the truth: the status quo is unsustainable, and Israel too must act boldly to advance a lasting peace.

My friends, this is what a true friend does.  A true friend tells us what we need to hear, whether we’re happy to hear it or not, what is true rather than what is pleasant, what is helpful rather than what merely feels good.  And if that is the measure of a friend, I believe the President has spoken to Israel and to the Jewish community as a friend.
Now, I know there will be those who will be very unhappy with me for the words I am sharing this evening, just as there were those who tell me that I myself am not a friend to Israel when I speak on the mistakes in Israel’s policies or the many ways that the power of the ultra-Orthodox distorts the political and social fabric of the country or the dangerous assault on democracy currently being waged by certain elements of the Israeli right-wing.  I know that there are those – perhaps many – who wish I would just talk about Israel’s many strengths and accomplishments.  After all, Israel is under siege today as seldom before, Israel is the subject of harsh and often unreasonable criticism all around the world and even many Jews are beginning to feel distanced from the Jewish state.  With all this, Rabbi, why can’t you just speak about the positive?  Why must you dwell on the problems?  
The answer is simply this:  precisely because I do love Israel, love Israel fiercely and passionately.  Let me tell you:  I read everything I can get my hands on about Israel, have traveled there more than a dozen times, take synagogue trips there every two or three years.  I have family there with whom I am in constant contact.  There are truly few things that matter more to me than Israel.  
But it is precisely because Israel matters so much to me, precisely because I care so very deeply that Israel live up to its own highest principles, precisely because I know what Israel is and could be that it pains me when she turns away from her own mandate for excellence, when she is comfortable being so much less than she can be.  Just as I would respond with beloved members of my family and yes, my true friends, I want to challenge them to do and be better.  I do that precisely because I love them.  I do it because I believe in them.  I do it because I know how great they can be.
So it is with true friends of Israel.  True friends say what must be said – out of love.  They speak words that are sometimes challenging, sometimes discomfiting, sometimes difficult to hear – out of friendship.  That is what a true friend does, what a true friend is.  May Israel be blessed with legions upon legions of such good friends so that Israel may continue to be a blessing and all the world.
AMEN  
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