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Undoubtedly, the most dramatic development of the past month has been the release of three
young women hostages on January 19th, after 471 days in captivity. To the untrained eye,
although they appeared thin and pale, their physical condition did not seem worrisome, and
they were thrilled to reunite with their families. It is to be hoped that the world media will
respect their privacy and not probe into their mental and emotional states, at least in the near
future. They are the first of 33 hostages who will be let free, in the first phase of the deal. A

second group is due to be released this coming weekend.

The ceasefire-and-hostage-deal was brokered on the last day of US President Joe Biden’s term
in office, on the eve of President Donald Trump’s inauguration for a second (non-
consecutive) term. A complicated group of factors led to the deal going into effect. There was
pressure from the US and probably other countries, that, although less powerful, are still
significant players on the world stage. Within Gaza, there was pressure on Hamas, from the
residents confronting the almost total devastation of their homes and lives. One of the
influences on the Israeli government was Miriam Adelson, the multi-billionaire Israeli widow
of the late newspaper publisher and Netanyahu supporter Sheldon Adelson. She has been a
supporter of the Israeli Prime Minister and of President Trump, as well. Among the hostage
families themselves, there were and continue to be mixed opinions, reflecting different

opinions within the wider society.

Some are wary that Hamas in the South and Hezbollah in the North will not abide by the
ceasefire. There has been almost constant fighting on the West Bank, some initiated by
Hamas and some by Israeli settlers. Some hostage families identify with the position espoused
by the right-wing in Israel that the war in Gaza should continue until all the Hamas militants
are killed or leave, if we don’t want a repetition of the October 7th massacre. The families of
the hostages not included in the first phase are concerned that the extremists on either or both
sides will torpedo the continuation of the deal. Since the Israeli government’s approach to the
so-called “day after” has not yet been articulated, the question is raised whether the ceasefire
is just a temporary cessation of hostilities or can lead to some kind of negotiated peace
agreement. Who will be in charge in Gaza? If it’s still Hamas, then what has the war

accomplished?



The Israeli government has, in the last month, lost both its most moderate minister, as well as
its most extreme one. Yoav Gallant, a career Navy officer who had served as Defense
Minister, resigned from the Knesset over ongoing differences of opinion with Netanyahu, on a
variety of issues. [tamar Ben-Gvir, the leader of Otzma Jehudit, the Jewish Power, an anti-
Arab activist and avowed disciple of Meir Kahane, who was denied acceptance into the Israeli
Army several decades ago because of his violent, extremist views, resigned in opposition to
the hostage deal. He and his fellow party members are still in the Knesset but are no longer in
the government. Both of these developments have given greater political weight to a Mizrachi
religious party called Shas, which supports Netanyahu and also supports not conscripting

masses of religious men into the Army.

The brunt of the war has been felt both by secular Jewish Israelis and—out of proportion to
their percentage in the population—by religious Zionists. They are perhaps 15% of the Jewish
population, but about 40% of the fallen soldiers.

Some Informations on Religious Zionism

Religious Zionism as a movement, rather than as the political party which has run under that
name recently, is a historic movement that originated in Europe in the 19th century. The two
main rabbis associated with the foundations of the movement have been Rabbi Abraham Isaac
HaKohen Kook, who saw Zionism as the fulfillment of the Jewish Messianic dream, and
Rabbi Yitzhak Yaakov Reines, who saw the return to the Jewish homeland in less messianic
and more practical terms. Both streams recognized deep connections among the people of
Israel, the Land of Israel and the Torah of Israel.

For the first three decades of the State of Israel, the religious Zionists were coalition parties
with the left-wing parties in the Israeli government. Among the members of the Knesset and
the cabinet ministers from the religious Zionist movement were members of religious
Kibbutzim who represented Center-Left views in politics. This relationship began to change
in the late 1970’°s and early 1980’s.

By the beginning of the 21st century, the extreme right-wing elements within religious
Zionism had become dominant. An exception was Danish-born Rabbi Michael Melchior, who
was identified with the left-wing of the Israeli Labor Party. Also, Rabbi Yehuda Amital, and
his colleagues Rabbi Yehuda Gilead and Ms. Tova Ilan, served in the Knesset (and Rabbi

Amital as a government minister) under Labor-led governments.



Today, most of the liberal religious Zionists who serve in the Knesset no longer support the
Religious Zionist Party, but serve as representatives of the pluralistic Centrist Parties. There

are religious Zionists in Israel in the left, center and right, as well as the extreme right.

Although the ceasefire went into effect, there has not yet been a significant reduction in the
IDF’s presence in Gaza. Reserve soldiers are still being called up for service, as the policy
seems to be an indefinite stay in parts of Gaza, including the Netzarim corridor. But the
Commander-in-Chief of the IDF, and the head of the Southern Command, have both handed

in their resignations, effective as of March.

Israel is probably safer today on most fronts than it was on October 6, 2023. Both Iran and its
Lebanon proxy, Hezbollah, have been weakened; Hamas for the moment has stopped fighting
and has lost many of its troops; military installations in Syria have largely been destroyed, but
the Houthis in Yemen continue to pose a threat. They continue to send over their rockets,
which tend to disturb the sleep of most Israelis, as happened on the third night of Chanukabh,
but, so far, without significant damage. After the July attack, presumably by Hezbollah, on the
Golan Heights Druze community of Majdal Shams that left 12 children dead and scores
injured, many of the residents of that village have chosen to identify as Israelis rather than

Syrians. The percentage of Golan Druze who hold Israeli citizenship has doubled recently.

Public spaces in Israel, including movie theaters, continue to announce where their air-raid
shelters are located and what people should do in case of a siren. Last Shabbat, for the second
time since the war began, a siren went off in Jerusalem on Shabbat, during religious services;
this time, in the morning. In our synagogue, we were in the middle of a Bar Mitzvah
celebration. But we—several hundred worshippers and guests-- quietly and obediently went

down to the shelter, waited for the all clear signal, and then came back up to finish the service.

What we are left with at this point is a lot of questions. How many of the hostages are still
alive? Will they continue to come home? Will the ceasefire hold? What will newly
inaugurated US President Trump do? When will Sara Netanyahu return from Miami? (She’s
been there for about two months, visiting their son Yair and doing a lot of shopping.) In 1991,
the Gulf War ended on Purim. What will be the sign that this war has ended? Will it happen
by Purim (March 13-14?) We’ll have to wait and see.



