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In AJU’s Miller Introduction to Judaism program, our class about Israel opens with the
following question: Given the fact that for most of Jewish history, the majority of the People of
Israel has lived in the Diaspora, how did we maintain a connection with the Land of Israel for
thousands of years? Students, many of whom are considering conversion, marvel at the fact
that the land their partners or friends have spent perhaps just 10 days visiting, constitutes
such a central facet of Jewish identity. The class offers their theories: the centrality of Israel in
the biblical narratives, the perpetual fear of displacement or expulsion experienced by so
many Jewish Diaspora communities over the generations, the syncing of our calendars and
compasses to Israel—“next year in Jerusalem.” Countless expressions of yearning for a return
to the Land of Israel fill the pages of our liturgy, but I would like to highlight one particular
moment of such expression.
“If I forget Jerusalem, let me forget my right hand” (Psalms 137:5). In a traditional Jewish
wedding, this verse is recited immediately prior to the breaking of the glass at the conclusion
of the ceremony. Many beautiful explanations have been attached to this custom, from
recognizing the brokenness of the world to recalling the breaking of the tablets Moses
received on Sinai. Yet, the most common interpretation connects the custom with the enduring
sadness we experience in light of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and the
subsequent exile. It is somewhat counter intuitive. After all, is not this moment meant to be
fully joyous and blissful? The tradition is sending a calculated message: when we are most
likely to be preoccupied with our own lives, that is precisely the moment to expand our realm
of concern. Thus, it isn’t sadness that is being invoked under the chuppah, it’s responsibility.

In today’s context, what does it mean to “forget Jerusalem”? On Yom Ha’atzmaut, Israel’s
Independence Day, we mark 73 years of the only period of Jewish sovereignty in the Land of
Israel in the last 2,000 years. Israel’s history is complex: its achievements miraculous; its
shortcomings painful. On Yom Ha’atzmaut, we direct our hearts eastward, in part to pray for
Israel like we have for thousands of years. Forgetting Jerusalem is ceasing to care about the
direction, future, safety, and stability of the State of Israel. Forgetting Jerusalem does not
belong to one political persuasion or the next; it exists in the domain of apathy. It is the
abdication of responsibility.
In Leviticus Rabbah 4:6, the Rabbis teach, “Hezkiya taught: "The People Israel are scattered
sheep" (Jeremiah 50:17). Why are Israel likened to a sheep? Just as a sheep, when hurt on
its head or some other body part, all of its body parts feel it. So it is with Israel…” On Yom
Ha’atzmaut, let us remember that Israel—the people, the land, the state, are inextricably
connected to the Jewish people. When Israel is in pain, Jews living all around the world, are
meant to feel that pain and address it. That is how, God willing, a healthy body functions. Can
we retrain our hearts and minds to remember our right hand, to care for it, to guide it towards
peace and justice?
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Jews have always been a community drawn together by virtue of Torah. In addition to
providing holiday inspiration, we are pleased to offer you continuing access to a vast library
of Ziegler Torah commentaries on each weekly Parashah throughout the entire Torah cycle.
To delve deep, please click here.
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