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Editorial/ comment 

Year 5760 saw lowering of hopes for peace Dry Bones 
The pre-Rosh Hashanah editorial in last year's 

W. Jewish Post & News expressed optimism 
Jl about the peace process then underway 

between Israel and the Palestinians. 
The Jewish year coming to a close this week was 

most notable' for what appears to be unsolvable 
deadlock in that process - on the Palestinian as well 
as the Syrian fronts. , 

Until now, it's been widely assumed that the gov
'emment of Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak would 
succeed where his predecessor had failed. 

Barak was promising far more generous territorial 
compromises than Benjamin Netanyahu. 

Furthermore, Barak had the support of 85 out of 120 
Knesset members - after forging one of the broadest
based coalition governments in Israeli histOlY. 

Few could have predicted that Barak's coalition 
would be reduced to a 42-seat minority a year later, 
to face almost certain defeat once the Knesset meets 
again in about a month. 

The Israeli-Palestinian peace talks have foundered, 
and Israel's government is near defeat, over the final 
status of Jerusalem. The Palestinians want all of east
ern Jerusalem - and alhtough Barak's government is 
prepared to offer them a considerable amount of con
trol over that part of the city, a divided Jerusalem is 
something even Israel's current, unusually moderate 

New headliners 

government won't tolerate. 
Barak's government also offered to return to Syria 

every square inch of the Golan Heights, another 
unprecedented gesture by an Israeli leader. The late 
Syrian dictator Hafez Assad responded by escalating 
his territorial demands. Now Syria insists on getting 
part bf the Sea of Galilee shoreline, and a share of 
the water from that only major Israeli freshwater 
lake. 

Barak did achieve some success; he unilaterally 
withdrew Israeli soldiers from southern Lebanon last 
spring, without creating any major security problems 
for Israel. 

But the inflexibility of the Palestinian and Syrian 
camps are deeply disappointing for anyone who 
cxpected that both would respond reasonably to gen
erous Israel i offers of territory. 

Palestinian Authority President Yasser Arafat's all
or-nothing stance, in particular, raises questions 
about how badly he wants peace. 

Should Arafat miss his chance now, he'll probably 
face a more hardline successor to Barak, and more 
years without a peace agreement. Arafat, to date, has 
shown a tragic unwillingness to place pragmatism 
ahead of romantic symbols like a Palestinian capital 
in all of eastern Jerusalem; he will eventually have to 
do that, if he wants to preside over a viable indepen
dent nation. 
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12 past 
Pope's visit, Katsav's election among highlights of Jewish year 5760 

I\~
ames make the 

" ; news. Each year, 
at this period, we 

look back upon the last 
12 months that have 
elapsed and take note of 
the new names which 
have burst into the head
lines. 

INSIDE ISRAEL 

CARL ALPERT 

Some have remained 
in the news. Others 
marked but passing 
episodes. Once listed in 
previous years, a name 
is no longer eligible as 
"new". Here is this 
year's Rosh Hashana 
list, 111 alphabetical 

POPE JOHN PAUL 
II: Succeeded in steer
ing clear of controver
sy during his visit to 
Israel. 

order. 
Justice Aharon 

Barak, head of the 
Supreme Court. While 
highly respected in judi
cial circles, he has more 
than once opened him
sel f to charges that he is 
steering the Supreme 
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MOSHE KATSAV: 
Unexpectedly defeated 
Shimon Peres in 
Knesset election of 
Israeli president. 

Court into controversial 
areas and extending the 
power of the Court into 
possible conflict with 
the Knesset, the legisla
tive branch of govern
ment. 

Pope John Paul II, 
head of the Roman 
Catholic Church, made 
headlines in Israel and 
the world with his visit 
to the Holy Land and 
his meetings with 
Israelis, Palestinians 
and large numbers of 
pilgrims. He succeeded 
in steering clear of con
troversy. 

Moshe Katsav. 
Though the public opin
ion polls predicted that 
he would lose to 
Shimon Peres, he was 
elected president of 
Israel by the Knesset. A 
Sephardi, not a member 
of the so-called domi
nant Ashkenazi elite, his 
victory was hailed by 
many as a turning point 
in the social composi
tion of Israel's leader
ship. He promised to 
avoid controversial 
political matters. 

MELCHIOR, Israeli 
minister for social and 
Diaspora affairs: He's 
surprised many with 
his tolerant views. 

Rabbi Michael 
Melchior, minister for 
social . and diaspora 
Affairs. An Orthodox 
rabbi, and former chief 
rabbi of Norway, he 
constitutes the religious 
element in Barak's cabi
net. While faithful to his' 
religious principles, he 
has surprised many by 
his relatively tolerant 
views. For example, he 
has not ruled out the 
possibility of legalizing 
civil marriages in Israel. 

Ofer Nimrodi, pub
lisher of the daily 
Maariv, has spent time 
in prison pending prose
cution of the case 
against him. He was 
indicted on charges of 

. attempted conspiracy to 
murder, obstruction of 
justice, fraud, breach of 
trust and other offences. 

Bennie Sela. While 
still unknown, he made 
headlines for a long 
time as Tel Aviv's serial 
rapist. Captured after a 
long hunt, he has been 
charged with 24 rapes 
and sexual assaults in 
the Tel Aviv and Sharon 

AHMED TIBI, long a 
paid member of 
Arafat's staff, pledged 
allegiance to the State 
of Israel when he was 
sworn in as a member 
of the Knesset, head
ing an Arab list. 
area since 1994. The 
police claim that DNA 
tests I ink him to the 
offenses. 

Adi Sharon came to 
Israel as a child from 
Russia. Last year he 
went back to Moscow to 
visit his father, was kid
napped by criminal ele
ments, and held for ran
som for nine months 
under miserable condi
tions . He was finally 
liberated in a raid by the 
Russian police, and 
returned to Israel. 

Judge Zvi Tal headed 
the committee appoint
ed by Prime Minister 
Barak to study the prob
lem of enlisting haredi 
youth into the armed 
services. The' commit
tee's recommendations, 
which in effect legalized 
the exemptions, added 
fuel to what is already a 
burning cause celebre. 
The Tal Report made 
headlines, with more to 
come. 

Ahmed Tibi, long a 
paid member of Arafat's 

BARAK 
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months 

JIANG ZEMIN, pres
ident of China: ;.t press 
sensation during his 
unprecedented five 
day visit to the area. 

staff, pledged allegiance 
to the State of Israel 
when he was sworn in as 
a member of the 
Knesset, heading an 
Arab list. His fluency in 
Hebrew, his intelligence 
and his personality have 
given him prominent 
exposure in TV and 
press, despite his contin
ued advocacy of the 
Palestinian cause. 

Jiang Zemin, presi
dent of China, was a 
press sensation during 
his unprecedented five
day visit to the area, 
during which he met 
with leading personali
ties, and avoided caus
ing any political diffi
culties'. 

How many of last 
year's new headliners 
do you remember? They 
were: Linor Abergil, 
Benny Begin, Eyal 
Berkowitz, Azmi 
Bishara, Shiran Franco, 
Tommy Lapid, Rana 
Rasslan, Amnon 
Rubinstein, Yossi Sarid 
and Eli Yishai. 

The writer lives in 
Haifa, Israel. 

Comment/ letters 

Yom Kipppur balance sheets 
Israel's 'shortcomings' have changed little over decades 

V'l\Tith the approach of Yom 
• Kippur and our annual 

accounting with the 
Almighty, people here are busy 

preparing 
ISRAEL UPDATE their indi

NECHEMIA MEYERS 

vidual bal-
a n c e 
sheets, a 
p r o'c e s s 
which is 
apt to spill 
over into a 
balance 

sheet for the country as a whole. And 
where the latter is concerned, the 
Cassandras far outnumber the 
Pollyannas. In fact, Israelis are second 
to none when it comes to national self
criticism. 

It doesn't take much encouragement 
to get an average citizen of the Jewish 
State to start listing its shortcomings. 
For instance, if the person is obser
vant, he will complain about the 
increasingly "Goy ish character" of life 
here, while, if he is a secularist, he will 
indignantly denounce vilrious aspects 
of "religious coercion." And everyone 
you encounter will have gripes about 
our mayors and ministers. 

With the elderly, such I itanies are 
likely to conclude with a discourse on 
the good old days, when people 
focused on the needs of the communi
ty rather than on their own self-inter
est, when pioneers far outnumbered 
profiteers. There is some truth in these 
nostalgic recollections, but not a great 
deal. The problems and behavior pat
terns we confront today aren't so very 
different than those that existed when I 
first came to Israel 50 years ago. 

Just as there are young men today 
who shirk military service, so there 
were during the War of Independence, 
when the sons of some of Israel's most 
prominent families found it expedient 
to be studying in London rather than 
fighting in Latrun. And where 
Tammany Hall methods are con
cerned, Ovadia Yosef's Shas has noth
ing on David Ben-Gurion's Mapai. In 
the first decade of the state, a red 
Mapai membership card was the key 
to housing and jobs, when both were 
in short slfPply. 

Now very little is in short supply, 
and the increase in our standard of liv
ing is extraordinary. At a time when, to 
give one example, the government is 
trying to find some way of dealing 
with a surplus of eggs on the market, it 
is hard to remember that in the early 
50s, soldiers were being served eggs 
that had been imported from Poland, 
and weren't in very good condition 
when they reached the military mess 
kits. 

Neither were the Jews who arrived 
here during that period, whether they 
were Holocaust survivors from Europe 
or people from the Jewish ghettoes of 
the Middle East. While their integra
tion was not smooth, it succeeded for 
the most part, and their children have 
made Israel one of the most technolog
ically-advanced countries in the world. 

With the High Holidays' in the off
ing, the balance sheet of Jewish conti
nuity must also be considered. There 
the results are mixed, but few would 
dispute the fact that the Jewish future, 
if there is to be such a thing, depends 

A poor Israel senior being fed: 
Some yearn for the "good old days", 
which really weren't any better 
than' conditions in Israel today. 
Isranef photo. 

on what happens in Israel. Some 40 
per cent of the world's Jews now live 
here, and with assimilation eating 
away at the Diaspora, that will soon be 
50 or 60 per cent. Moreover, whether 
or not our brethren elsewhere choose 
"the Jewish option" will depend in no 
small measure on whether they are 
proud or ashamed of the Jewish state. 

The writer lives in Rehovot, Israel. 

Column on 
Torah needed 

I am writing to you on a topic that is 
important to me: namely, publishing a 
weekly column on the weekly Torah 
reading. Parashat HaShavua. 

In cities with large Jewish popula
tions, like New York City (Brooklyn, 
too), and Toronto, there are such inter
esting and educational columns. Isn't 
learning Torah important to Jews here? 

Couldn't local rabbis share their 
wisdom with us? There are so many 
moral and ethical lessons we can learn. 

We all know the famous words, 
"Talmud Torah k'neged kulam." The 
study of Torah is equal to all the other 
commandments. 

I look forward to a Torah column in 
your paper. 

LIBBY SMOLACK 
Winnipeg 

Name was Shmuel
Abba, not Abraham 

I wish to draw your attention to an 
item in your June 28, 2000 issue, stat
ing that Rabbi Yona Landau wants to 
organize visits to Winnipeg graves by 
out-of-tow'ners: The draw would be 
"the grave of the late Rabbi Abraham 
Twersky" - the Ma-Karover Rebbe, 
and the "gut yid" of his time. My late 
father-in-Iaw's correct name was: 
Shmuel-Abba Twersky (not Abraham). 

PROFESSOR REBECCA 
TWERSKY (Formerly Herson) 

Providence, Rhode Island 
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Modesty, an ancient tradition, 
is relevant in 21 st century 

This Rosh Hashanah is perfect time 
to restore some 'tzniut' in our lives 

By RABBI SAUL J. B 
ERMAN 

N EW YORK (JTA) -
Speaking about mod

- esty in the Jewish 
community seems always to 
make people think about sex 
and women's clothing. The 
Talmud, by contrast, speaks 
of tzniut, or modesty, in 
extremely broad terms. The 
sages speak of modesty in 
regard to how we eat, play 

The Creation of Man: As God lovingly 
shaped each limb and organ, He said: "Be 
modest." Pictorial History oj the Jewish People. 

and study; in relation to our weddings, 
the design of our homes and our funer
als. They speak of tzniut in how we 
travel, speak, engage in war and 
arrange for our bodily pleasures. 

All of this beyond the obv ious teach
ings in regard to modesty in clothing 
of both men and women and as to sex
ual relations. Why is modesty such a 
vital value in 21 st-century America? 
What is its connection to Rosh 
Hashanah? And, what are the concep
tual underpinnings of the rabbinic 
teachings about tzniut? In a striking 
talmudic passage, Rabbi Ami is quoted 
as having asserted that "one who ful
fills the commands of the sages is 
called 'tzanua'" (Niddah 12a.). Why is 
"modest" the correct appellation for 
such Ii person? Because a central qual
ity of modesty is the recognition of 
authority outside of the self. 

The opposite of modesty is extreme 
self-centeredness, in which the indi
vidual thinks that he or she is the ulti
mate arbiter of all right and wrong. 
Such a person would submit to power, 
but not to persuasion. Such a person 
might submit to a biblical command 
out of fear of divine retribution, but 
would resist rabbinic counsel, which is 
dependent upon persuasion rather than 
enforcement. ' 

By contrast, the modest person is 
one who recognizes that strength of 
passion and desire for self gratification 

, have the capacity to blind him to moral 
sensitivity. Just then it is essential for 
him to turn to objective sources ofwis
dom and ethics to provide the inspira
tion necessary to resist the drive for 
immediate gratification. A second rab
binic passage identifies modesty with 
adherence to universal Jewish custom 
(Midrash Rabbah, Numbers 8: 12). 

Why this connection? Custom occu
pies a very special place in the ranks of 
Jewish authoritative teaching. Rather 
than being a manifestation of the supe
rior teaching authority of either Torah 
or the sages, top down, custom is a 
reflection of the embodiment of wis
dom and spiritual insight in the Jewish 
people as a whole, bottom up. The 
capacity to create binding custom 
reflects the ability of people to hear 
each other, to respect the creative spir
itual insights of their peers and to 
cooperate in experiments designed to 
achieve common goals. 

DEMOCRATIC SPIRIT 
This democratic spirit animates 

Jewish customs - from the lighting of 
candles for Shabbat to the commemo
ration of Yom Hashoah, from the 
washing of hands before eating to the 
shof~r being sounded 100 times 
instead of only 30. Each of these cus-

toms became and remained universal 
by virtue of the capacity for collabora
tion and respectful relationships 
between individuals across all lines of 
division. Pharisees and Sadducees, 
men and women, Ashkenazim and 
Sephardim, Chasidim and Misnagdim, 
Orthodox, Conservative or Reform, all 
Jews could join in the creative process 
of shaping spiritual moments. 

It is this democratic strength which 
the Jewish sages understood to be one 
of the underpinnings of tzniut. In a 
third fascinating midrashic passage, 
the sages describe God lovingly shap
ing. each limb and organ of the human 
being at the moment of creation. As he 
forms each one, He says to it, "Be 
"tzanua" (Genesis Rabbah 18:3). 

What is the nature of this modesty 
which God counsels in a whisper to 
the emerging human person? It is 
clearly not modesty of garb, since 
Adam and Eve began life without any 
clothes. It is the modesty of constant 
remembrance of that whisper itself! It 
is the modesty of living with aware
ness of the presence of God in my life. 
This, then, is the third underlying' 
awareness which animates modesty in 
the life of a person. If I am deeply 
aware of the presence of God in my 
life, then ij1Y conduct changes radical
ly in every area of my reliltionship to 
others as well as in my relationship to 
my property and to myself. 

Why is all of this of special meaning 
to us at the start of the first Rosh 
Hashanah of the 21 st century? It ought 
to be obvious. We have become a cul
ture largely devoid of tzniut. People 
are deeply self-centered and short of 
collaborative spirit, and lack a sense of 
the transcendent in their lives. TIlis 
Rosh Hashanah is the right moment to 
restore a powerful sense of tzniut, of 
modesty, in our lives. 

Not just in the way we dress and the 
way we express our sexual identities, 
albeit also in those areas. Beyond 
those, we can, in all of the aspects of 
our lives, in how we party and how we 
mourn, in how we decorate our homes 
and how we vacation, in, how we eat 
and how we speak - we can truly man
ifest modesty. 

Tzniut is ribt a single commandment, 
it is not a law or a set of laws. It is a set 
of attitudes which need to be integrat
ed into all areas of life. It is a set of 
attitudes which can shape how we 
spend our money, how we use our bod
ies and how we speak and relate to 
others. Modesty is a Jewish teaching 
for the 21 st century. It's time to begin! 

Rabbi Saul J. Berman is director of 
Edah, a modern Orthodox advocacy 
organization. 
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