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Blessing the Walls 

 

What’s next for Israel? – Among other issues to be faced 

and projects to be considered, Israel is expanding its 

security barrier. About two weeks ago, Israeli Prime 

Minister Benyamin Netanyahu announced a new 20 mile 

section of the fence on its southeastern border with 

Jordan. The Prime Minister further announced that upon 

completion of this section, Israel will begin construction 

on additions to the security fence in the Golan Heights, 

along the Syrian and Lebanese borders. The Prime 

Minister explained, “To the extent that it is possible we 

will encompass Israel’s borders with a security fence and 

barriers…   We will not allow Israel to be flooded with 

illegal migrants and terrorists.” Israel may become the first 

modern nation state to enclose itself within a wall. 

Although the vast majority of the length of the barrier will 

be a fence, and it sounds nicer to call it a fence, it will be 

thought of as a “wall;” particularly by its detractors. When 

we are desperate to protect our lives, families and property 

from external threats, our instinct is to create a barrier. 

Even figuratively, we call this erecting a “wall.”  

It seems that nobody likes walls, even the people who need 

them. Colonel (Reserve) Danny Tirza is the Israeli Defense 

Forces chief architect for the security fence.  He was 

responsible for the design of the barrier its entire length in 
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Jerusalem and in the West Bank. He recently said, “I want 

to be the first one to take down this wall.” No one knows 

the vital importance of this wall better than Col. Tirza. But 

that doesn’t mean he has to like it.  

The Talmud teaches in the name of Rabbi Abdumi from 

Haifa, “A person must turn to the wall to pray. What is the 

basis for this in Scripture? As it is written, “Then Hezekiah 

turned his face to the wall and prayed to the Lord.” (Isa.38:2) 

(Y.T. Brachot 4:4) The Biblical King Hezekiah turned to a physical 

wall in prayer, and Rabbi Abdumi saw a spiritual value to 

praying in this manner. What could this spiritual value be? 

Prayer facing a wall means turning away from facing 

anyone else. With my face to a wall, I am not engaged or 

even necessarily aware of anyone else. There is me, the 

wall, and beyond the wall. And beyond the wall can be very 

scary. Perhaps there are times and circumstances where 

a wall stands in the way of our prayers but at those times 

we may not have a prayer without it. 

Some of Israel’s neighbors are caught in a vicious cycle of 

autocrat leads to revolution leads to militant Islamic 

regime leads back to autocrat. Others play a dangerous 

game of retaining the reins of power by forging a tacit 

understanding with the clerics: The bitter stability of 

autocratic rule, in exchange for the schools and the culture 

under the sway of radical imams. Other regimes are 

themselves militantly theocratic; posing for us a terrible 
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choice between mounting nuclear threat versus sanctions 

relief for terror. Medieval horrors like ISIS grow, and the 

best qualified force to “degrade and destroy” it would be a 

Syrian thug who is equally bad, and it is possible we shall 

not be able to rid ourselves of the one without suffering the 

other. As Henry Kissinger is said to have quipped in 1980 

about the grueling Iran-Iraq war, “It’s a pity they both 

can’t lose.” In a chaotic part of the world in which the 

enemy of my enemy is still my enemy, one may very well 

need a wall. 

Judaism, of course, is not supposed to be about building 

walls. We build bridges, not walls. “The world rests on 

three things: Justice, truth, and peace” – this mission to 

the world cannot be effectively promoted unless we reach 

out to the world. We aspire to be a “light unto the nations,” 

not a “light behind a wall.” Our Torah teaches not a 

rejection of the world, but an embrace of it. Humanity is 

created to “Fill the earth and subdue it;” to be God’s 

partner in repairing its flaws. What did we just say in this 

morning’s Haftarah? “What fast does the Lord our God 

accept from us?  -To grovel in sackcloth and ashes? No! 

This is the fast the Lord chose: To break the shackles of 

wickedness, to undo the bonds of injustice, and to free the 

oppressed.”  

Consider two personality types: The Pragmatist and the 

Philosopher. The Pragmatist says, “Rabbi, your idealism 
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leads only to Israel’s endangerment. Walls deter terror. In 

the first year of the West Bank barrier the number of terror 

attacks in Israel dropped 30% and the number of people 

killed by terrorist attacks during that time decreased by 

50%. Saving lives is paramount. Circumstances may 

warrant placing realism before idealism.” The Philosopher 

says, “Rabbi, symbols matter. The wall demoralizes those 

within and degrades those without. The wall may be an 

asset in the fight against terror, but it is a liability in the 

battle for hearts and minds. Life well lived demands the 

courage to connect; to seek to resolve our differences with 

others, no matter how terrible, and not to isolate ourselves 

from reality by hiding behind a wall.”  

Which is the Jew? Is our ideal to be the philosopher, or do 

we strive to be the pragmatist? I think to be Jewish is to 

refuse to choose between the two. I think a Jew is one who 

is a philosophical pragmatist; a Jew is a pragmatic 

philosopher. Out Torah admonishes us, “Tzedek, tzedek 

tirdof!” “Righteousness, righteousness thou shalt pursue.” 

(Deut. 16:20) What is the implication of the repetition of the 

word, “righteousness”? The Talmudic sage, Rav Ashi, 

explains, “The first “righteousness” means we must seek 

the ideal; its repetition means we must be prepared to 

temper that ideal with pragmatism.” (BT Sanh. 32b)  

This notion of righteousness is a core concept in Judaism. 

We recognize that goodness isn’t pure; that bitterness may 
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be inseparable from the pill. We naturally say blessings 

over what we celebrate and enjoy; but, less intuitively, we 

also say blessings over the bad as well as the good. And 

when do we bless God’s righteousness? We proclaim it at 

funerals, as the earthly remains of our loved one is about 

to be lowered into the grave. It is called “Dayan HaEmet,” 

which means, “[God] is a righteous judge.” It is our 

hardest blessing. At our time of deepest anguish, we 

acknowledge that God stands for righteousness. I don’t 

believe this blessing is meant to express a passive 

resignation that we simply accept the void left by whoever 

the Lord has taken away. I believe it is meant to issue a 

sacred demand: Even tragedy must contain a redeeming 

aspect. By proclaiming God a “righteous judge,” we 

demand God’s righteousness. God must dignify our loss by 

redeeming it with a larger plan for a better world.     

A walled in Israel is sad to contemplate. Paradoxically, the 

barrier’s chief engineer, Colonel Tirza, would prefer 

dismantling it to building it. As we’ve seen through the 

media, sections of the wall are already covered with 

graffiti. The wall has been plastered with slogans of dissent 

and political cartoons of protest. The Colonel has disclosed 

that the army made available to him a special high tech 

paint that prevents graffiti from sticking to it.  The paint 

was purchased but it was decided the paint should not be 

used to prevent graffiti because free speech has more value 

than ascetics. Israel; the country that builds a wall to save 
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lives but invites public protest upon it from those who 

would allow death to pursue Israelis by tearing it down.  

This is not a wall we want; it is a wall we need. It is a 

righteous wall. But let us anoint this wall with a sacred 

demand, that it be redeemed by our mission to engage the 

world for its betterment. Let us rival the graffiti writers. 

Let us inscribe upon this wall the words of life’s hardest 

blessing, “Dayan HaEmet.” 

 

Yizkor is found on page 684… 

 


