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Throughout the Jewish world, preparations are underway for the joyous and carnival-like festival of Purim. This festival, based on the story of the Biblical book of Esther, celebrates the deliverance from destruction of the Jewish community in Persia, the former name of Iran. This isn’t the first time that our preparations for Purim have included serious concern about war with Iran. In 1991, the Gulf War ended on Purim.
It appears that President Donald Trump has still not made up his mind about the necessity, timing and extent of an American attack on Iran. But several American warships and aircraft carriers, with planes, have neared the Persian Gulf and the US is evacuating non-essential personnel from its embassy in Lebanon. 
About 8 months ago, Israelis were sitting in bomb shelters during what came to be known as the Twelve-Day War between Israel and Iran. There was serious damage to a few communities in Israel, 32 civilian casualties, and thousands of injured. I live in Jerusalem, which is generally not targeted. But I have a good friend in Rehovot, who was five minutes away from serious damage, including to the Weizmann Institute. 
Interestingly, perhaps, the other very joyous and raucous Jewish festival of Simchat Torah, is when the October 7th war with Hamas in Gaza began in 2023 and, two years later, ended. We are all waiting to see what happens next week.
There is additional bad news coming out of Gaza. From an Israeli perspective, the bad news is that Hamas appears to be re-arming and preparing for another opportunity to attack Israel. In the meantime, hunger and disease are still widespread among the Palestinian population in Gaza. The holy month of Ramadan has begun, but the food supply is limited (Ramadan is, of course, primarily known as a fast, although before and after the days of fasting, it is traditional for families to gather for feasting in the non-daylight hours.) 
If there is any good news, it is that starting at the end of January, the Rafah passage has been open for Gazans in two directions, under EU supervision. Also, the (relatively new) commander-in-chief of the Israel Defense Forces spoke out against settler violence on the West Bank, although as the liberal newspaper HaAretz editorialized, “words aren’t enough.” On February 17th, a group of “hill-top youth” destroyed a Palestinian’s sheepfold near Hebron, killing about 50 sheep and destroying a family’s livelihood. 
The brother of the new head of the General Security Services is suspected of smuggling cigarettes into Gaza. A multi-national force is being recruited to take over Gaza in the near future, including thousands of troops from Indonesia, a country that has no diplomatic relations with Israel. One of the most urgent problems is the daily violence and murders within the Arab sector in Israel. This stems certainly from internal problems within Arab society, but also from decades of neglect on the part of official Israeli government bodies.  
Another issue that has come to the fore recently is the service of women in the IDF and, especially, within combat units. The Orthodox Jewish parties in the Knesset oppose this, but the official government-related television station has inaugurated a documentary series on women in combat since 1948. The war in which women were most involved, since 1948, has been the war that began on October 7th, 2023.  
The Christian world is in the period of Lent, leading up to Easter. Muslims are in Ramadan, and Jews will be celebrating Purim, a month before Pesach. Will this supposedly holy time of the year bring peace or war to this troubled region? We’ll have to “stay tuned” and see. 

