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Shabbat Shalom everyone. My name is Ariel Livneh. A Wexner-Israel fellow, 

and an officer in the IDF, of more than 20 years of service. Thank you for giving 

me the opportunity to speak here today, in this beautiful community and equally 

beautiful house of prayer. 

My wife Daphna and I arrived here almost a year ago, with our four daughters, 

from a small, rather unique, village in the south of Israel called Eliav. We are 

grateful for the hospitality and warmth that we have felt in this community from 

the moment we arrived. Thank you! 

 

As a Jew, I feel completely at home in this remarkable community. As an Israeli, 

though, I am your guest. My words today are those of one who feels this duality 

and had the pleasure and honor to explore Jewish and Academic life here in 

the US, with the eyes of one who spent so many years as a civil servant in the 

Jewish state, so many miles away. With your permission, I will try to share some 

of my observations and thoughts from this last year, as Israel's Independence 

Day approaches.  

 

It seems to me that the experience of being both a traveler and at home is not 

new in Jewish history. Almost always in our nation’s history, the Jewish people 

had been geographically divided in two grand centers. Once they were called 

Babylon and Jerusalem, in the high Middle Ages it was Spain and Franco-

Germanic Ashkenaz, later the main division was between the Jews in the Arab 

lands and those in Eastern Europe and finally, in our era it is Israel and America. 

Since our exile from the land that gave us our name, Judea, the Jewish people’s 

geographical division in two, seems like a sophisticated preservation technique 

that kept our existence through the ages. Both centers are essential to Jewish 

existence and Jewish identity, and they must both flourish to their highest 

capacity as ideas, travelers and values are transferred between one and the 

other.   

 

Before the grand European Jewish center lost its Jewish population in a storm 

of murderous fire, my grandparents were born in 3 different countries - 

Lithuania, Poland and Romania. 

About 90 years ago, 3 of my grandparents left their homes and families as they, 

like so many others of their generation, felt the flaps of history’s wings and heard 



the calling to return to our Jewish homeland in Israel. Passionately Zionist and 

driven by a desire for Tikun-Olam and Jewish self-determination, my 

grandparents left the Golah with dreams of Jewish memories and with Hebrew 

words of pioneer songs in their mouths. They came to a land to which they were 

no strangers. They knew the names of towns and mountains, they read the 

Hebrew writings on the ancient tomb stones and thousand years old 

synagogues. They touched the Jordan river and mount Carmel, climbed to 

majestic Jerusalem and on to the chariot ridden Gilboa hilltop. Some of them 

landed at Jaffa port from which Prophet Jonah left for his redemption mission. 

They came back to a land that inherently spoke their language and they spoke 

hers. A remarkable return of an uprooted indigenous nation to its weary, joyful, 

troubled and marvelous land of milk, tears and honey. 

 

But in fact, my grandparents were the lucky few. The ones heading towards the 

call of Zionism before the monster of annihilation and murderous horrors swept 

Europe. My mother, Osnat, is named after her grandmother who she had never 

met. Asna Rubin, a loving Jewish mother who stayed home with two boys after 

her eldest boy, my grandfather, left for the land of Israel on his own. Apart from 

my mom’s name, all that is left of Asna and her two boys are small memory 

plaques carrying their names in a cold and treacherous forest in Lithuania. 

Polish and Romanian soil still holds the remains of many others of my family. 

 

Only one of my grandparents, my grandmother Hertha Sperber, arrived home 

to Israel after the war, after years of torment in labor camps where she lost her 

parents and many of her siblings. Her boat journey to the British held Land of 

Israel was one of despair and sorrow, as it seemed all hope was lost. By 

speaking to you today I am in fact, as others remarked before me, a statistical 

error. We all are. Like baby Moses’ statistically miraculous survival cannot hide 

away the countless Hebrew young souls that were left at the bottom of the 

Nile… 

And as freedom finally came upon us when we were slaves in Egypt, so did 

freedom eventually come upon those who stayed enslaved in the concentration 

camps. In both these cases, an exodus to the land of our people - followed. 

 

What we have achieved in our land in slightly more than 7 decades is 

unprecedented. You don’t need me to tell you that. you all know Israel well. 

Israel is a shining anomaly of democracy in a region still gripped in the fists of 

authoritative regimes and tyrants. Civil liberties, gender equality, free and fair 

elections, Gay rights, a vibrant market economy, industry, Hi-Tech and 

innovation. Israel is a source of pride to me as an Israeli and as a 21st century 



Jew. And it is a source of pride to so many Jewish communities worldwide that 

still carry the emotional compass pointing east, “מזרח”, and keep our people’s 

homeland at heart, even at distance.  

 

Yet, as history sadly shows, Jewish existence in our land is never easily 

acquired. From its very beginning Israel faced strong forces opposing its 

existence. My IDF service, which started almost 21 years ago, has allowed me 

to witness, firsthand, the amount of energy, weaponry, hatred and funds that 

our enemies invest in attacking Israeli society and civilians. Much of my service 

was dedicated to Iran and its ruthless regional aggression, as its militias in 

Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Yemen bring with them chaos and destruction. The 

horrible and brutal attack of Russia on Ukraine teaches an important lesson on 

the appeasement of expansionist dictators. It is especially important to pay 

attention to what these tyrants say. When Iran says Israel will be wiped off the 

map, it's far from being merely words. Every day of my service provided me with 

evidence of this haunting truth. Listen to the words of the Hitlers, Pharos, Putins 

and Khamenaies of the world, because their words are often followed with the 

blood of fulfilled promises. 

 

And as regional powers realize this dangerous state of affairs, an 

unprecedented Arab-Israeli partnership develops, as most Suni Muslim states 

now cooperate with Israel in the battle against our own regional Iranian tyrant. 

And perhaps not surprising, my experience here in Harvard gave very vivid 

signs of this regional alignment. I dare say that for me and for for my Israeli 

colleagues, many students from Arab nations became close friends. The late 

Israeli president Shimon Peres’s dream of a “New Middle-East” (מזרח תיכון חדש) 

is slowly taking shape, as Israel turns more of its once enemies to allies, who 

recognize Israel’s existence and importance in the region. 

 

A few weeks ago, I sat on campus with one of my Arab classmates when an 

Israeli friend passed by. I exchanged a few sentences in Hebrew with the Israeli 

friend and then the Arab classmate said to me in amazement: “I understood 

what you just told him!”. And indeed, part of what I told my Israeli friend was 

that “my youngest daughter is but one of 4 girls”. In Hebrew:   בתי הצעירה, היא

בנות ארבע  מבין   which is almost ,(”Biti Hatzeira hi ahat mi Arba Banot“) .אחת 

identical to Arabic: “Binti al-Sarira hi’a wahadat min Arba Banat”. 

“Why are you amazed?”, I smiled at my Arab friend, “Arabic and Hebrew are 

sister languages. they are both native tongues of our semitic middle eastern 

ancestry. We are both indigenous nations of the same region”.  

“You are right,” He replied with a smile. 



But fate wanted and that the same Hebrew, the ancient language of our people, 

that kindled the friendship between neighbors, was the trigger that caused me 

to witness the most troubling encounter with Antisemitism since I arrived here.   

One of my Israeli colleagues at Harvard Kennedy School took a leadership 

course. During one of the group assignments the students were asked to bring 

an emotional text to be shared with the rest of the group. My colleague brought 

a Hebrew text (alongside its English translation of course). It wasn’t a modern 

text, or an Israeli one but rather the words of the famous medieval piyyut - 

U’Netane Tokef (ונתנה תוקף), that we all know from the Rosh Ha’Shana prayer. 

After class, the student had been approached by the senior professor and was 

admonished for “her controversial choice to present a Hebrew text”, a choice 

that may be offensive to other members of the group. I must make it clear; this 

was not a political text in any way, not a political course and my friend the 

student, I can assure you, wished no controversy whatsoever. This senior 

faculty member simply thought Hebrew, as a language by itself, may be 

regarded as offensive and thus a Jewish student should be advised to refrain 

from using it.  

I admit that this event really shook me up. Would you imagine such a remark 

said regarding any other language in the world? let alone a language that is part 

of someone’s ethnic identity? 

 

When the Hebrew language is seen as an offensive trigger, we should all worry. 

When the words of the Torah scroll we read today are considered offensive we 

should all worry. Could it be that the mere letters of the tomb stones of our 

ancestors in Poland, Iraq or Israel are considered offensive symbols, in an 

American Ivy League classroom? I dare not say this faculty member represents 

all, and I am sure that that faculty member would denounce all forms of 

Antisemitism. Yet an attack on our Jewish Identity, disguised as a form of anti-

Israelism or ethical progressiveness is sharply on the rise and it is most 

troubling. 

 

Our Hebrew language has been the strongest cultural binding force of Jews in 

the past 2000 years. Even when we were uprooted from our land and dispersed 

among the nations, our semitic, Middle Eastern, language remained alive in the 

books of wisdom, personal letters, poems and of course - in prayer. Our ancient 

language, indigenous to the land of Judea, was the core element of inter 

community relationships across hundreds of miles and of global and financial 

ties. Our Hebrew is a cherished gift, handed to us through the generations. a 

language that reminds us that while we all travel and wander the world, our 



ancient past stems from a narrow stretch of land across the blue shore of the 

Mediterranean Sea.  

It is a reminder that what binds us together as Jews, is more than a common 

religious faith, but also, and perhaps more strongly in our generation - a 

common history, common roots, common geography and common future. 

 

As my grandparents returned to Israel, the Hebrew characters and phonetics 

they carried through the centuries were once again embodied in a vibrant and 

lively manner. As their “ברכו את ה המבורך” was again used for daily greetings -

הבא“ “ברוך  הבאים”,  ישראל“ and their ,”ברוכים   enabled them to construct ”שמע 

sentences like “ שמע את הרדיו” - listen to the radio. The language spoken by king 

David and the Maccabees that is carved in the ancient remains of Jerusalem 

and Galilee, is once again alive in its original homeland. As Ellie Wiesel,  זכרונו

 once accurately said, in a sentiment I have numerous times heard also ,לברכה

from my grandfather: 

“When a Jew visits Jerusalem for the first time,  

it is not the first time; it is a homecoming” 

 

Israel is celebrating its 74th Independence Day in the rejoice that we are all 

lucky enough to be alive during the time when Hebrew welcomes our ways on 

every Israeli street sign, on every grocery receipt, on every milk bottle and every 

coin of currency, just as the last Hebrew coins were minted in the land about 

1900 years ago. The land once again carries daily meaning to Jewish life. 

As the prophet Zecharia saw well into the future, he said in his Hebrew native 

tongue: 

 “עוד ישבו זקנים וזקנות ברחובות ירושלים, ואיש משענתו בידו מרוב ימים 

 ה( -ד 'זכריה ח) ורחובות העיר ימלאו, ילדים וילדות משחקים ברחובותיה"

”Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each 

with staff in hand because of great age. And the streets of the city shall 

be full of boys and girls playing in its streets”. 

 

Israel’s rebirth, 74 years ago, is a marvel and we owe this marvel to all the men 

and women in Israel and in the diaspora who kept their homeland at heart. And 

we should not forget or let anyone suggest otherwise - not only Jewish boys 

and girls play in the streets of Jerusalem. Israel’s democracy is a remarkable 

tapestry of religions and origins. Its liberal democratic culture is perhaps its most 

profound achievement, as doctors, Supreme judges, army officers, ministers 

and parliament members come from all faiths, religions and colors. 

 



But although Israel has achieved so much, our generation still must fulfill the 

goal of peace. Israel’s internal pluralism and its ever-growing peaceful ties 

across the Arab world are essential stepping-stones in our desire to reach 

lasting peace in our troubled land. Seven decades of repeated terror attacks on 

Israeli citizens are a constant reminder that Jewish presence in Israel is deemed 

illegitimate by violent groups which desire Israel’s demise rather than peaceful 

reconciliation in the land. 

 

And indeed, two nations are struggling within the land of Israel. Two nations 

which both hold strong historical and legitimate claims to this land. Both Jewish 

and Arab history shaped the image of our land and both Hebrew and Arabic 

languages echo from the ancient remains it holds. Two nations hold the banner 

of indigenousness and they both do so genuinely. 

As Israel repeatedly stated since the Oslo agreements championed by the late 

Prime ministers Yitzahk Rabin and Shimon Peres  זכרונם לברכה, no one wishes 

to rule over another people. The whole of this land carries our ancestral roots, 

yet in order for the Jewish people to safeguard its only homeland, through the 

self determination of the Jewish nation, Palestinians also deserve the dignity 

and recognition of their national identity. Israel’s daily interaction with the 

Palestinian Authority, one that I personally witnessed during my service, is a 

sign of hope that mutual coexistence in this land is indeed possible. 

 

Yet for anyone who understands the complex reality on the ground, no quick 

solutions are at hand. No magic spell will solve this conflict. Like all long-lasting 

feuds, mutual understanding and trust-building measures are essential in order 

for peace to develop. 

And in this regard, my year here has taught me a great lesson about the sharp 

difference between those desiring peace and reconciliation among two 

struggling nations, and those blinded by Israel-hate and antisemitism who wish 

to see either Israel completely gone or an endless struggle. 

 

The line between the two is simple. Some of Israel’s critics talk about the 

occupation of the West Bank as a problem. Either an ethical, political or 

demographical problem. That is a legitimate criticism, one held by many Israelis 

as well. However, the vast majority of allegedly pro-Palestinian protesters, in 

Harvard at least, speak in different terms and desire much different outcomes. 

  

Five different times in recent months I spoke with the self-proclaimed "Anti-

Apartheid" protestors on campus yet their message was always the same: the 

problem, in their eyes, is not Israel’s occupation of territories occupied in 1967 



from Jordan and Egypt. The West Bank or Gaza are not the real problem. In 

their eyes the problem is Israel’s very existence. In their chants and banners, 

Zionism is a colonial project, based on racial supremacy and a desire to 

ethnically erase a native population. Hertzel is a colonial oppressor in a land 

chosen merely for imperial exploitation and theft. By framing the conflict in these 

misguided, misinformed and misleading terms, Israel has no moral legitimation 

to exist, even if tomorrow morning the entire West Bank and the old city of 

Jerusalem would become empty of any Israeli presence. 

Not one person who I have spoken to from the poster carrying protesters during 

the so-called “Israeli-Apartheid week” accepted a solution of a "Free Palestine" 

alongside Israel. Merely suggesting such option marked me as a "racist 

Zionist", "colonial bully" or a "White supremacist". Every chant "From the river 

to the sea Palestine will be free" echoes this anti-Israel framework.  

 

When the Jews’ indigenous heritage to the land, its language and history are 

thrown away from the window, when the conflict is not seen as it really is - a 

bitter feud between two peoples who hold strong ties to the same land -- Israel 

becomes the enemy. It becomes the root of all evil. Describing Israel as foreign 

invader, a colonial power, paves the way to the antisemitic rhetoric that once 

again denies the Jewish peoplehood what is granted to all other nations. This 

misguided, distorted and misleading language and rhetoric used during such 

"protests" are not moving us an inch closer to reconciliation, peace or 

Palestinian statehood. it is by no means Pro-Palestine, but rather only anti-

Israel. 

 

We must listen to these dangerous voices and pay attention to what they 

conceal: A fierce attack on the most basic Jewish identity of being one people 

with a long historical sense of belonging. We must not fall into the pit of 

falsehood through which the very foundations of our Israel are denied: A 

democratic nation for the Jewish people, in its historic homeland, with equal 

rights to all its citizens. A country that shares the values of liberalism, justice, 

freedom and the rule of law. Our mission at home is to safeguard these values, 

norms and basic freedoms. And our mission here and elsewhere is to embrace 

those who speak about peace (even when they criticize Israel), and to strongly 

oppose those who undermine our Jewish heritage and deny the right to self-

determination of Jews in their homeland. 

 

We must identify the difference between the Arab friend who knows his Hebrew 

classmate shares a sister language with him, on the one hand, and the 

professor who sees Hebrew as politically offensive on the other. It is the 



difference between those calling for trust building measures between Israelis 

and Palestinians on the one hand, and those calling to boycott, any Israeli-

Palestinian partnership.  

 

Israel is a wonder, but like any democracy, it is not flawless. Its continued 

success lies not only on those who cherish it from within but also on those caring 

for it from outside. Like Ashkenaz and Sepharad, our communities are merely 

a flip side of the same coin, as we share common past and common future. We 

rely on one another. We define each other’s aspirations and each other’s moral 

compass. 

  

On this year's Independence Day, I wish us all the חכמת לב, the wisdom of the 

heart, to see one another as brothers and sisters, to take pride in the 

achievements of Israel and its efforts to keep a sole democratic ship in the dark 

waters of a non-democratic region. I wish us to remember why my 

grandparents, so many miles apart from each other, traveled to the same land, 

to Israel, as it was the only place in the world for which they called “  לשנה הבאה

 next year in Jerusalem. May boys and girls continue to play in the ,”בירושלים

streets of Israel, in Peace, health and prosperity and may they carry in their 

hearts the love for all those who surround them, regardless of faith or origin. 

May we all take part and pride in upholding the Israel our grandparents dreamt 

it should be. May we all have a happy Yom Ha'atzmaut and Shabbat Shalom. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ariel Livneh 

 

 


