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When we began this project some 20 months ago, I never imagined that it 
would go on for so long, that the hostages would still be captive in Gaza, 
or that we would be embroiled in a war with Iran, with many Israelis living 
in their bomb shelters. But life in the Middle East is full of surprises.  

Let me begin with some important events that took place in May or early 
June, before returning to the ongoing war and its consequences. First, two 
staffers of the Israeli Embassy in Washington DC were killed as they were 
on their way out from attending an event at the capitals’ Jewish museum. 
The killer was a Latino American who shouted “Free Palestine!” as he was 
arrested, following the shooting. The young couple were about to 
announce their engagement. American media defined the incident as an 
antisemitic hate crime.  

Several weeks later, there was a fire bombing at a pro-Israel rally in 
Boulder, Colorado. No one was killed, but several people were significantly 
injured. These two incidents led to a media discussion of whether or not 
there is a distinction between antisemitic and anti-Israel or anti-Zionist 
sentiments.  

At the same time, the war in Gaza continued, with allies of Israel, such as 
the UK, France, Italy, Canada and even Germany, questioning whether 
this was still only a war against Hamas, or something wider. In Gaza, nine 
(out of the ten) children from the family of a Gazan physician were killed 
in the fighting. There were numerous complaints about Gazans being 
killed at food distribution sites, most of these incidents being dismissed by 
the Israel Defense Forces.  

May 26th was Jerusalem Day. This celebration began after the Six-Days 
War, when the three parts of Jerusalem, West, East and the Old City, were 
re-united under Israeli control. In the 1970’s, this day had been a fairly 
low-key celebration under Mayor Teddy Kollek, with picnics, balloons and 
music in the parks, without deep political connotations. By the 1980’s, 
however, it was taken over by the far-right religious Zionist segment of 
Israeli society, and in the last few years, has become a focus of extremist 
anti-Arab groups. Young people from the Jewish religious right dance 
down to the Western Wall. Some of them make a point of marching 
through the Shuk, the Arab marketplace. Despite the massive presence of 
police and security forces, it is a day when East Jerusalemites fear Jewish 
violence. Many Palestinian shopkeepers close their businesses and stay 
home, fearing, at the least, damage and harassment. Earlier in the day, a 
large group of moderate Israelis goes through the same area, distributing 
flowers to the Palestinians and expressing their solidarity. But the morning 
group numbers a few hundred, while the afternoon group is thousands 
and usually, tens of thousands, from throughout the country. This year, 



the United Arab Emirates complained about the March and summoned 
their envoy home for consultation. 

There were reports of Israel arming some anti-Hamas militias in Gaza, but 
these were denied by the IDF. The Army has retrieved bodies of some 
more of the hostages, while almost daily, more Israeli soldiers fall in Gaza. 
On June 8th, the young Swedish activist Greta Thunberg came in a boat to 
protest Israel’s actions in Gaza. The IDF stopped the boat from coming in, 
while Greta accused them of “kidnapping” her. She and her companions 
were fed and put on a plane back to Scandinavia.  

Then less than a week later, the Israeli Air Force attacked some key 
nuclear facilities in Iran. It was deemed a “pre-emptive attack,” although 
it should also be seen within the context of Iran’s attacks on Israel in April 
and October of 2024 and the fighting against Iran’s proxies, including 
Hamas, Hezbollah and the Houthis.  

Israelis were sent to their bomb shelters in anticipation of Irani retaliation. 
This came swiftly. Thus far, a total of 24 Israeli civilians have been killed 
in the attacks, with hundreds injured and much damage to key cities, such 
as Tel Aviv, Haifa and Beer Sheva. The Soroka hospital in Beer Sheva was 
damaged, after many patients and staff had been evacuated.  Four 
Palestinian Israeli women, all from the same family, were killed when a 
missile fell in the city of Tamra.  

Thus far— ten days into the war—Jerusalem has not been targeted. The 
Israeli public has been overwhelmingly disciplined and responsible and 
obeys the instructions of the Home Front Command. One of the 
particularly poignant stories of the war is that of a seven-year-old cancer 
patient and her young mother, who arrived from Ukraine, hoping to get 
treatment in Israel. They were killed by an Irani missile in Bat Yam. 

On the second weekend of the war, the US sent American planes to bomb 
the nuclear facilities in Isfahan, Natanz and Fordo. US President Trump, in 
the past popular among many Israelis, was the recipient of much 
gratitude among the Israeli public. Whether his administration will 
continue its involvement remains to be seen. Is the goal of the war the 
destruction of Iran’s nuclear capability? Short-term or long-term? Regime 
change? 

And, finally, many Israelis (and also some visitors) have been stuck in 
Israel. Flights were not leaving the Ben-Gurion airport for the first week of 
the war. Some left through Jordan or by a sea route. Many more are stuck 
abroad, trying to get home. Certainly not the way most Israelis envisioned 
this summer. 

Jerusalem, June 23rd 

 


