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Life in Israel always seems like an emotional roller coaster ride, but never more than in the last month or so.
Right before Yom Kippur, the IDF deepened its operations in Gaza. Various sources issued an estimate of how many Gazans  have been killed in the fighting of the last two years, with a high of about 70,000, not differentiating among Hamas and the civilian population. Israeli PM Netanyahu visited Washington to meet with US President Trump, in what was billed as a “very dramatic meeting.” Trump demanded that Netanyahu apologize to the people of Qatar for last month’s attack in Doha, which has become a serious American ally in the region. Israel also agreed to compensate the family of the Qatari security guard who was killed in the attack. It appeared that this attack was not carried out with the approval of the Americans. It seemed to most people that Trump was negotiating a deal for a ceasefire in Gaza and a return of the Israeli hostages , but as with most deals, “the devil is in the details.”
On Yom Kippur itself, the holiest day of the Jewish year, there was a terror attack in Manchester, just outside of one of the synagogue, killing two and wounding many others. In the meantime, the Swedish protester Greta Thunberg, was planning another international flotilla to Israel.
By October 4th, Hamas had agreed to negotiate the release of the hostages. Nonetheless, Israel continued bombing, with many Gazan casualties. Trump was not happy, but Israel finally agreed to implementing the first phase of the deal. The military in Israel announced that they would do only defensive actions in Gaza. In the meantime, it was announced that all the living hostages would be released as, indeed, they were, on October 13th, the eve of the festival of Simhat Torah, two years after the brutal Hamas attack. 
As a kind of “case study, “ I can report that our congregation in Jerusalem had been planning a kind of repetition of the mixed—both joyous and muted---way in which we had marked Simhat Torah a year ago, in 2024. But on the eve of Simhat Torah, Trump and his team came to Jerusalem for a visit. The American negotiators Jared Kushner and Steven Witkoff were cheered at a rally in Tel- Aviv on Saturday night (Oct. 11th) and the crowd went wild in expressing their gratitude towards Trump, but when Netanyahu was mentioned, he was booed. On the afternoon before the festival, Trump spoke in the Knesset. It was a long session, with very long and even rambling speeches. Still, the unbridled joy was evident on the festival itself in our synagogue and in similar celebrations throughout Israel and the Jewish communities around the world. The Israeli public felt tremendously relieved and felt it could “breathe”, for the first time in two years. 
For the next few days, the world saw moving, emotional films of hostages being reunited with their families. All of the living hostages came out, walking and talking, although some appeared to be suffering from malnutrition. It is possible that Hamas, knowing that the release would be coming up soon, began to feed them better and made sure their appearance would not be overly startling or depressing. 
The next stage involved the return of the deceased hostages. This has been proceeding, but very slowly, with much American prodding. It could be that Hamas underestimates the fervent desire of Israelis—both the families of those hostages and the general Israeli public—for their bodies to be returned for proper burial in Israel, (or Thailand or Nepal,) and a sense of closure. 
There are many questions still open: what will be the second phase of the deal? Will the Israeli forces have to leave Gaza completely, except for a buffer zone? Will Israelis feel –and, even more importantly—be safe? Israel is entering an election year—how will the attack on Israel in 2023 and the ensuing war, as well as the peace agreement and the return of the hostages—affect the outcome of the elections? 
Trump’s two advisers—Kushner and Witkoff—came back to Israel for more negotiations. The story is far from over. But an Israeli television program of political satire on October 22nd portrayed Trump as a kind of Roman emperor. The adoration of the Israeli public for President Trump has further widened the gap between Israelis and non-Orthodox Jews in the US. How will all of this affect Israel-Diaspora relations and, especially, the feelings young, liberal-minded Jews throughout the world have towards the State of Israel? 
Finally, the Israeli media have featured the fact that tens of thousands of Israelis, often young, educated professionals, have left Israel in the last two years. The numbers of those leaving is greater than of those coming. This is a serious situation and one that must be addressed on many levels. 
But we’ve entered the period of the Jewish/Israeli calendar called “after the festivals.” It is a return to a welcome routine until Hanukkah (this year beginning on December 14th.) I know that for me, personally, it will be a busy time, marking 60 years since the publication of Nostra Aetate, the document issued by the Second Vatican Council on relations with other religions, especially Judaism. But, hopefully, no Jewish, Christian or Muslim lives will be lost in this endeavor. 

