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Letter from Jerusalem 

Living in Israel during the past month has been like being on an emotional roller coaster ride. 
Certainly the biggest news is that so far, the ceasefire between Israel and Hamas has held, 
allowing more and more living hostages (and some dead ones, as well) to be released, in 
exchange for Palestinian prisoners from Israeli jails. Initially, the hostages released were 
young women, most of whom had been surveillance "spotters" in the Army—the Hebrew 
term is "tatzpitaniyot." They were slimmer and paler than before, but, perhaps because some 
of them had actually been together during the last 16 months in hostage, they appeared to be 
cheerful and happy on their release. The behavior of the Hamas crowds seen on television, 
surrounding these young hostages and intimidating them, was a challenge to the positive 
views shown of the returnees. 

But then, some men were released, who looked gaunt and worryingly undernourished. All 
could, however, walk on their feet and seemed thrilled to be reunited with their families. 
There are still 59 hostages, but less than half of them are known to be alive. 

With the return of October 7th hostages were also two young Israeli men—an Ethiopian Jew 
and a Bedouin Arab—who have been captive in Gaza for more than a decade.  

These developments were all part of Phase One of the hostage deal. By the end of the month, 
it still isn't clear if Phase One will be extended and what will happen with regard to Phase 
Two. Implementation of Phase Two would mean extending the ceasefire and not resuming the 
war. 

There were also hostages who have been returned in coffins. One of the saddest days this 
month was the last Shabbat of February, when the body of hostage Shiri Bibas was supposed 
to return with those of her two red-headed sons, Ariel and Kfir. The husband- father of this 
family, Yarden, was one of the male hostages who has been released. The smiling pictures of 
the family had captured the imagination of many well-meaning people throughout the world. 
The two small coffins with the  boys' bodies were indeed returned, but with an unknown 
Palestinian woman. It wasn't until hours later that the mother's body came. Another form of 
psychological torture? Criminal negligence? An honest mistake? We might never know.  

Both sides, Israel and Hamas, have blamed the other for violations of the agreements.  

In general, Hamas has kept Israelis waiting until the last minute, without lists of names and 
without knowing the condition of the returnees. 

But now, a serious debate is raging, among the general populace and within the Knesset, 
Israel's Parliament. Close to 75- 80% support the hostage deal, saying that although it's not a 
wonderful deal, at least we must attain the release all of the hostages. The rest want to 
continue the war and destroy whatever is left of Hamas in Gaza. Among them are a small 
minority who want Jews to resettle Gaza. Extremist Minister Bezalel Smotrich characterized 
the debate as one between the heart and the brain. In our hearts, we want all the hostages to 
come home; but in our minds, we know that we must continue the war against Hamas, until 
we achieve full victory. 



These percentages changed at least temporarily recently, when US President Trump 
announced his plan for Gaza: he suggested transferring all the Gazans to Egypt, Jordan and 
even Albania, removing the rubble from Gaza and rehabilitating the Strip into a kind of a 
Middle Eastern Riviera. Although opponents of this plan cited dangerous precedents for it in 
the racist ideas of Meir Cahane or far-right Cabinet Minister Rehav'am Ze'evi (both 
assassinated in the 1990's by Palestinians,) a temporary majority of Jews found it to be a 
welcome suggestion by the US President. In other words, if even the US supports it, perhaps 
we should go ahead and implement it. But, after major forces within the Arab world rejected 
the plan, it seems to have been dropped, even by Trump, who never accepted the plan for 
Israeli Jews to re-settle Gaza. He may have seen the future of Gaza as being a kind of replica 
of Las Vegas, with casinos—an entertainment hub. 

In the North, the fragile ceasefire has continued, with the Israel Defense Forces holding five 
posts in southern Lebanon as a kind of buffer zone, and Israeli residents of the North slowly 
returning to their homes. 

The IDF has a new Chief of Staff slated to assume his position on March 1st. He is closer to 
Netanyahu than most of his predecessors, but certainly qualified for his new role. The 
outgoing Chief of Staff has apologized to the hostages for the Army's fatal mistakes on 
October 7th, though of course the government still hasn't done anything in that direction. 
Several corruption scandals have arisen, involving, for example, people within Netanyahu's 
inner circle who have been working as consultants for the government of Qatar. 

But as we move into the happy Jewish month of Adar—the month in which Jews celebrate the 
feast of Purim—which this year coincides with Ramadan—let's conclude with two more 
hopeful items. First, beyond Trump's suggestion of a Riviera, people on many sides are 
beginning to think about the need to rehabilitate the Gaza Strip when the war ends. Even the 
Egyptians have offered their help in this process. (At the moment it is difficult to assess if 
President Trump will see this as a goal for his administration, but, in the meantime, some 
American contractors from the private sector have suggested that they will participate in the 
work.) 

Finally, the hostages who have been released but who had been exposed to some media or 
news during their captivity have noted that hearing about the world-wide struggle for their 
release gave them strength. The protesters have said they will continue until all of the 
hostages are home. Hopefully, more will come home alive. They, of course, are in dire need 
of physical, mental and emotional healing, but at least they are home and alive. 

 

 

 

 

 


