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As we mentioned in the previous letter, this month saw the national days of 
commemoration and celebration, which will be concluded next week with Jerusalem 
Day, marking 58 years since the Six Day War and the “re-unification” of Jerusalem. (I 
have chosen to put that term in quotation marks, because the city is far from united.) 
After that, Jews will celebrate Shavuot and Christians will mark Pentecost, both festivals 
of divine revelation. In Jerusalem, thousands of Jews go to the Western Wall on 
Shavuot, and we pray fervently that it will be a peaceful time for all. 
But a month ago, some survivors of the massacre on October 7th, 2023, who were held 
captive and then released, joined the March of the Living in Poland. One Holocaust 
survivor lost her grandson in the war in Gaza on Holocaust Remembrance Day, while she 
was on the March. 
One of the major events in the world during this time was the death and funeral of Pope 
Francis. His successor was chosen at a short conclave of cardinals. He is Pope Leo XIV, 
the first American Pope and, indeed, the first from the English-speaking world. Pope Leo 
is hardly a typical American, having served many years as a Bishop in Peru and being 
fluent both in Spanish and Italian. His first contacts with the Jewish community have 
been promising. 
Unfortunately, the Israeli government at first totally mishandled its response to this 
development, blaming the deceased Pope for his criticism of Israel’s conduct during the 
present war. Its oƯicial representation to the funeral was the Israeli ambassador to the 
Vatican, rather than a higher-ranking diplomat. Many countries sent their heads of 
state. This lacuna was partially solved by President Herzog, who did not attend the 
funeral but who did oƯer warm and sincere words of condolence to Catholics 
throughout the world. 
The story of Ronen Bar, the director of the Israeli security agency, which we began to 
tell in the past, has continued. PM Netanyahu has blamed him for the tragedy of 
October 7th, including for not waking the Prime Minister up. But the government 
cancelled Bar’s firing, especially after he handed in his resignation, eƯective as of June 
15th. In the meantime, the Supreme Court has declared the firing illegal, explaining that 
you can’t fire someone while they’re investigating you. 
Meanwhile, the war continues, with fallen Israeli soldiers and major losses among 
Gazans. It has become the longest war in Israel’s history, termed by some in Israel “the 
forever war.” At the same time, terror incidents continue spiraling on the West Bank. In 
one of the most brutal, a pregnant Jewish mother of four was shot to death on her way 
to the hospital to give birth. 

There are now 58 hostages being held in Gaza, probably 20 of them still alive. US 
President Trump negotiated the release of one American-Israeli, a young man named 
Edan Alexander. Trump seems to be snubbing his one-time close friend and ally 
Netanyahu, not visiting Israel at all on a recent trip to the Middle East. A strong 
diƯerence of opinion seems to have developed between the Israeli government and the 



leadership of the IDF. The chief commander of the army has stated that the war’s main 
goal is the return of all the hostages, while the Prime Minister‘s position is that the war 
is about defeating Hamas, with hostage release as a welcome side-eƯect. Hamas at one 
point actually oƯered to release all hostages in exchange for a five-year ceasefire, but 
Israel rejected this deal. 
In mid-May, the government actually released a new plan for Gaza, in which the Army 
was authorized to capture and occupy massive territory, especially in the northern part 
of the Strip. Many right-wingers would like to see a return of Jewish settlements to 
Gaza. Reservists are being called up for their 4th and 5th rounds of duty in this war, 
whose endgame is not only unclear but increasingly controversial. The United Arab 
Emirates have refused an Israeli request to fund Gaza aid plans, because they claim it 
fails to meet the needs of the Gazans. 
Meanwhile, the Houthis in Yemen have become increasingly aggressive. Trump 
negotiated a deal with them so that they would no longer endanger American shipping 
in the region, but they continue to send rockets to all parts of Israel. (As I write this 
today, there are sirens in the Greater Jerusalem area.) Unusually, one of their rockets 
fell near the Ben-Gurion Airport. In retaliation, the Israeli Air Force destroyed at least 
part of their major airport. Flights to and from Israel on foreign airlines have been 
cancelled or delayed due to the growing tension. 
One of the painful stories of this period occurred on the evening of our Memorial Day 
for Fallen Soldiers and Victims of Terror. For the past 20 years, members of the 
Bereaved Families’ Circle—Israelis and Palestinians who have lost love ones in the 
conflict—have gathered to jointly mourn, sing and pray for peace. The ceremony is 
conducted in both Hebrew and Arabic, with English translation. Thousands of people 
watch it in other countries, as well. I have participated in this event personally, but, 
lately, watched it on Zoom. I watch it in my home, but in many locations throughout the 
country, it is broadcast on big screens. This year, it was shown at the Reform synagogue 
in Ra’anana, a city north of Tel-Aviv. Thugs from the local Likud Party came to break it 
up, physically injuring people who had come to see it, to the extent that some of them 
needed medical care. 
Traditionally, Jews conclude their readings of the Bible on a positive note. This, of 
course, is not a traditional text, but I do want to conclude on a positive note, with two 
things that have happened here within the past month. First, the Israel Prize 
wasawarded on Independence Day to ten people, five of whom are women. This is 
unprecedented, but, hopefully, will be a positive sign for the future. 
Secondly, not here, but in Basel, the oƯicial birthplace of the Zionist movement in 1897, 
Eurovision was held this past week. Israel came in second. The singer was Yuval 
Raphael, a 24-year-old survivor of the Nova Festival massacre of October 7th. Her song 
was called “A New Day Will Rise” and expressed optimism and hope for the future. I 
hope that in the not- too-distant future, a new day will indeed rise and Israel will end the 
war and return to the family of nations. 



 


