
T
hanks to an incredibly generous gift from friends, I visited Israel last year for the 

very � rst time in my life. What follows are some of the thoughts and impres-

sions that I shared with my family while I was there:

It is very painful to see Yerushalayim this way – to see the state of Har HaBayis 

(the Temple Mount) and the site of the Beis HaMikdash (the Temple); to stand at 

the Southern Wall (where active excavations are taking place), the site from which 

those coming up to the Temple would gain access to it, and to see the entrance 

gates bricked up; to see a pile of enormous stones and learn that those stones 

have been sitting there in that very same place since the Romans pushed them o!  on Tisha B’Av 

when they destroyed the Second Temple; to see the Arabs in control of Har HaBayis and other reli-

giously signi� cant areas – it is nothing surprising; I’ve seen many photos, but it is profoundly more 

painful – and infuriating – experiencing it in person. We had an IDF guard stop us from going near 

a doorway that led to Har HaBayis. We couldn’t have gotten very close anyways because of being 

tamei (in a state of impurity), but to be told ‘no’ because we “may incite the Arabs”. Oy. To be told as 

a Jew in Israel, “This far and no further” – it’s just very di"  cult to accept. Israel is indeed an apart-

heid state – only it’s the Jews who are being discriminated against! 

As I stood next to the Southern Wall looking up at those blocked gates, just at that very moment 

the minaret above me (part of the mosque located on Har HaBayis) called out for Muslim worship-

pers to come and pray. My heart ached. How could we let them control it, let alone disgrace and 

deface it? It’s very hard to witness such a thing. I found myself crying, as I have many times 

throughout my trip. Even at Maras HaMachpela (the Cave of the Patriarchs), the Jews can access 

only a small section (with the exception of ten days per year). Sad. Hard to see. Hard to stand by. 

Hard not to feel angry. 

When I visited the kever (grave) of Shmuel HaNavi (the prophet Samuel), I was surprised to see a 

large group of Arab men sitting there in a circle drinking co! ee. I have experienced anti-Semitism 

before, but the way the Arabs look at you here – there is such hatred. As I walked out after saying 

some Tehillim (Psalms), I stopped an o! -duty Israeli soldier who was wearing civilian clothes and a 

kippah, his M16 slung over his shoulder. I asked him why there were so many Arabs there; after all, 

the prophet Samuel has no religious signi� cance whatsoever for them. His response? “This is galus 

(exile). This is what galus looks like. Whatever has meaning to us, they create a presence there. And 

the government does nothing to stop them.” It might sound strange, but I feel more aware of the fact 

that I’m Jewish in Israel than I do living in chutz l’aretz (outside of Israel) – and I actually feel more like 

I’m in galus here. When I go about my daily life back home, I’m aware that I’m a Jew (I wear a kippah 

every day), but no one else really reminds me of it. But, in Israel, it’s quite a di! erent experience. 

SNIPPETS: 

there at that moment, but someone had left him shaloch manos for Purim. 

duchening (blessing from the Kohanim) every day is so special – nothing like getting a bless-

ing from Hashem to start each day. 

daf (page of the Talmud) it is today! And 

he’s learning out loud with a niggun (melody) on the bus – so beautiful. 

time, a palpable feeling of peace. You feel good here. 

Davening next to the Kotel feels like you’re whispering in Hashem’s ear. Whereas in chutz l’aretz 

you sometimes want to (and even feel like you have to) shout to be heard, here it doesn’t feel 

that way. It’s incredible to daven for the rebuilding of Yerushalayim and the Beis HaMikdash 

when you are here – a whole new meaning, a whole new level of kavanah (focus). 

Kotel, � nd shelves full of Siddurim and Tehillim, and always be able to 

� nd a minyan – and what a minyan, made up of all di! erent kinds of Jews. 

Israel – the most wonderful place I’ve ever been.

ROBERT SUSSMAN, 

EDITOR
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