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I hate to break the joyous mood of the Kohen Gadol rejoicing after completing the rituals of the day. But now is the time to get serious. We are going from the Temple Worship to Martyrology. As in every year, we face the question: what does the one have to do with the other? So please follow me now, as I try to draw this connection and tie it in to the elephant in the room, the crisis that concerns us all, the survival of the Jewish people in the face of the terrible losses of the past year.
So what is the connection between sacrifice and martyrdom? Let us take this issue back to the very beginning of religious practice, in biblical and even pre-biblical time.
In ancient times, a person felt wholly and directly responsible for his or her deeds. If they sinned catastrophically, they would have to give their life as atonement for their sin. As horrific as it may sound to us, they would even give the life of their firstborn child as atonement for themselves. We hear of this motif in many cultures, from the story of the Akeida, the binding of Isaac, to the Greek king Agamemnon’s sacrifice of his daughter Iphigenia during the Trojan War, a deed that brought catastrophe on his household for generations to come. In the Book of Kings we read that the Moabite king Mesha sacrificed his son to his god as an expedient in wartime, which led to the lifting of the siege of his city.
At a certain point in time, an animal was substituted for the self or the child. We read of this on Rosh Hashanah, how Abraham substituted a ram for his son Isaac. In Egypt, the Israelites gave the blood of a lamb on the doorposts as a ransom to spare them from the plague of the killing of the first-born. To this day, it is customary for some firstborn Jewish males to fast on the eve of Passover in token of their reprieve from death in that historical event.
Over time, even animal sacrifice was superseded by prayer and deeds of righteousness. The prophet Micah alludes to this unfolding of stages in his famous words: 
With what shall I approach GOD,
Do homage to God on high?
Shall I approach with burnt offerings,
With calves a year old? 
Would GOD be pleased with thousands of rams,
With myriads of streams of oil?
Shall I give my first-born for my transgression,
The fruit of my body for my sins? 
“You have been told, O mortal, what is good,
And what GOD requires of you:
Only to do justice
And to love goodness,
And to walk modestly with your God. (Micah 6:6–8)
So, the evolution of spiritual practice seems clear enough in retrospect. First, the person himself must give his life, or the life of one close to him. Later, an animal substitutes for the person. Finally, prayer and good deeds are enough to achieve atonement.
So there is a terrible paradox at the heart of the whole idea of martyrology. Are we going to go backwards in this evolutionary chain, so that the death of the righteous becomes the ultimate atoning sacrifice?
To be sure, this is not a development that we choose willingly. We were led into it by the tragic history of the Jewish people: first, the suffering of our people and the death of our rabbinic sages in the time of the Romans. The martyrological idea received its classic formulation in the wake of the persecutions in the time of the Crusades starting in the eleventh century. The scholar Shalom Spiegel, in his book The Tenth Trial, studied how the liturgical pieces composed in the wake of the Rhineland massacres invoked the image of Abraham offering his son to describe the realities of the deaths of whole Jewish families in those times. Thus, because Jews lost their lives for standing up for the integrity of their faith and loyalty to God, their deaths retrospectively took on the meaning of sacrificial acts with atoning power.
Others have pointed out the theological tensions in the traditional martyrological idea, as expressed for example in the tale of the ten rabbis who suffered death in the Roman period. On the one hand, it can be read as simply the story of the good rabbis heroically suffering at the hands of the evil ruler. On the other hand, there is a not-so-subtle complaint against the ways of God who allows this tragedy to occur. The tyrant accuses the rabbis of bearing the guilt of their ancestors, Jacob’s ten older sons, who sold their brother Joseph into slavery. Yet by heroically bearing their suffering and submitting to God’s decree, they prove their innocence and earn merit by virtue of which we, their descendants, can appeal to God for forgiveness, mercy, and redemption. There is also a level of symbolism whereby the persecuted rabbis represent the Jewish people, unjustly persecuted by the nations of the world because of religious difference, who in the end are vindicated before God and before the world.
There may be a bit of chutzpah and a leap of the imagination in trying to use this traditional rubric as a frame for interpreting the travails of Israelis and Jews during the past year, but I shall make an effort and invite you to join me.
Let me start with the utter shock that I feel at today’s reversion to the brutal killing of persons, a stage we should have outgrown a long time by now. Twelve hundred men, women, and children killed, and over 200 innocent people taken hostage, for the sin of daring to try to live peaceful lives on their ancestral soil. 
And then there was the additional shock of denial and silence, of the failure of large parts of the civilized world to recognize that this was a barbaric abomination of the first order. There was even a hint in some quarters that these deaths were a just and necessary cost for some higher ideal, the eggs that must be broken in order for the omelet of human liberation to be served.
And we ask: what perverse kind of ideal must these naïve people be worshipping? And what kind of Moloch is it in this age that demands human sacrifice for its realization?
Look and see, and you will find several versions of this monstrous ideological idolatry.
On the one hand, you find the true believers in a perverse Islamic fundamentalism that wants to see the whole world converted to the banner of Islam conceived in the narrowest sense, not the broad tolerant Muslim civilization of Saladin and Suleiman but the narrow chauvinism of the Almohads and the Wahabis, the Iranian Ayatollahs and the Taliban. This religious fundamentalism is wedded to an exclusivist Palestinian chauvinism of the late Mufti of Jerusalem and Arafat and most recently Hamas, that will not welcome Jews into their ancient homeland, indeed, will not yield one inch of Palestinian soil for Jewish sovereignty, but must claim all of it for Palestinian hegemony. One square kilometer of Jewish habitation is for them an intolerable stain spoiling the purity of Islamic soil and must be purged by the most extreme violent methods.
In strange alliance with this narrow fundamentalism, you have a band of humane universalists, who claim as their ideal a vision of a world of peace and equality, in which the sins of nationalism and especially imperialism are banished to the past of human pre-history. In particular, they deplore the Western imperialism of the last five centuries, and they blame Zionism as carrying the sin and the curse of this imperialist legacy. These universalists include some self-styled progressive Jews for whom the valid message of Judaism consists only of its universalistic teaching of a world of peace and harmony, and has no place for the Jewish people to achieve its own national self-determination in that universal world. They regard Zionism as a fateful error, embracing national self-determination for the Jewish people instead of performing the ultimate self-sacrifice of Jewish national existence on the altar of a universal humanity. For them, those Jews who have died in the cause of Zionism and Israel are unfortunate sacrifices who died for that error, which can be atoned for only by erasing Israel from the map for the sake of a Palestinian state and an imaginary universal humanity.
The mirror image of these pure universalists can be found perhaps in purely nationalist Jews, for whom only the particularist side of Judaism holds current relevance. Traumatized by the Holocaust and the 76-year-old struggle for Israel’s survival, their watchword is “Never again!” and “remember what Amalek did to you!” They consider the whole of the land from the Mediterranean to the Jordan as deeded exclusively to the Jewish people by God; they regard all Palestinians as Canaanites or Amalekites; and they emasculate the profound mitzvah of “love the stranger” (the ger) so that in their legalistic interpretation it applies only to Jewish converts, not to non-Jews resident on the land. The extremists among them will go so far as to seize settled Arab land in the West Bank and block humanitarian aid convoys targeted for Gaza civilians. Though they are bothered in part of their soul by the tremendous civilian casualties that the Gaza war has caused, they lay them entirely at the feet of Hamas for using civilians as shields in battle and are committed to using all means necessary to combat Hamas and Hezbollah until they are totally annihilated (if such a thing is possible)—in a gruesome war extending into the foreseeable future, however long that may be. As for the dead in the conflict, they see them as either martyrs or collateral damage, depending on which side of the battle line they fell.
(By the way, you can infer that the Judaism that I embrace is a synthesis of the universalist and particularist parts of the Jewish legacy. My paradigm for this synthesis is Isaiah, who when he said “nation shall not lift up sword against nation,” said it in the context of his vision of the nations of the world turning to Jerusalem and to Israel for an exemplar of righteous nationhood, where everyone would sit under their vine and their fig tree in peace.)
Going back to my main theme of sacrifice and martyrdom: the most intriguing and paradoxical thing for me in this whole phenomenon is the different ways that people, marching under the banners of diverse ideologies, regard the fate of the human sacrifices that fall for their respective causes, depending which side of the line they are standing. There is a thin line that separates noble martyrdom from tragic victimhood, and both of these from loathsome human sacrifice. The same death can be viewed as noble if it is willingly embraced for an ideal we believe in; or tragic if for an ideal we consider misguided (such as the Spanish democratic partisans who fought on the side of the Communists in the 1930s); or loathsome if inflicted by the fighters for a malevolent ideal (such as the victims of Fascism and Stalinism in the same period). 
We can admire the idealism of a Nathan Hale, who said, “"I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country." We feel the tragic pathos of Lincoln’s words at the Gettysburg Address, who voiced hope “that these dead shall not have died in vain.” And we deplore and condemn the dictators and totalitarians who do not care how many thousands or millions they consign to the slaughter, as long as they can use their deaths to move the needle of history in their desired direction.
When all is said and done, the only war that I can wholeheartedly support is a war to end all wars, in which Isaiah’s messianic vision of peace will finally be realized. The prototype of this vision is represented for me by the mothers of the fallen victims on all sides—Israeli and Palestinian—who unite and call together for an end to the current conflict, in their words: “for a future of peace and security, prosperity, dignity and freedom for ourselves, our children, and the people of the region.” In this connection I also recall Rachel Goldberg-Polin, who said at her son Hersh’s funeral: ““Maybe your death is the stone, the fuel, that will bring home the 101 other hostages.” The pain of the loss of our beloved will never fully be healed. But it will be made more bearable if the unfolding of events can lead to a world of mutual acceptance and peace for all peoples.
