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And how can I ever forget the surge of pride, Jewish pride, 
that completely enveloped me in July 1976 on hearing 
the astonishing news of Israel ’s daring rescue of the 106 
Jewish hostages held by Arab and German terrorists in 
Entebbe, Uganda, over 2,000 miles from Israel’s border? 
The unmistakable message: Jews in danger will never 
again be alone, without hope and totally dependent on 
others for their safety.

It gives me great pride that the American Jewish Committee 
was the first American Jewish organization to open a full-
time office in Jerusalem, in 1961. Our Project Interchange 
program, started in 1982, has sent thousands of political, 
civic, ethnic and religious leaders from around the world 
on educational seminars in Israel, providing them with a 
firsthand look at the country.

There is the tricky and underappreciated issue of the 
potential clash between the messy realities of statehood 
and the ideals and faith of a people. It is one thing for a 
people to live their religion as a minority; it is quite another 
to exercise sovereignty as the majority population while 
remaining true to one’s ethical standards. Inevitably, 
tension will arise between a people’s spiritual or moral 
self-definition and the exigencies of statecraft, between our 
highest concepts of human nature and the daily realities of 
individuals in decision-making positions wielding power 
and balancing a variety of competing interests.

In just 60 years, Israel has built a thriving democracy, 
unique in the region, including a Supreme Court prepared, 
when it deems appropriate, to overrule the prime minister 
or the military establishment; a feisty parliament that 
includes every imaginable viewpoint along the political 
spectrum; a robust civil society and a vigorous press.

It has built an economy whose per capita GNP exceeds the 
combined total of its four contiguous sovereign neighbors 
– Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria.

It has built universities and research centers that have 
contributed to advancing the world’s frontiers of knowledge 
in countless ways, including several Nobel Prize winners.

It has built one of the world’s most powerful militaries – 
always under civilian control, I might add – to ensure its 
survival in a rough-and-tumble neighborhood. It has shown 
the world how a tiny nation can, by sheer ingenuity, will, 

courage and commitment, defend itself against those who 
would destroy it through conventional armies or armies of 
suicide bombers. And it has done all this while striving to 
adhere to a strict code of military conduct that has few rivals 
in the democratic world, much less elsewhere – in the face 
of an enemy prepared to send children to the front lines and 
seek cover in mosques, schools and hospitals.

It has built a quality of life that ranks it among the 
world’s healthiest nations and with an exceptionally high 
life expectancy.

It has built a thriving culture, whose musicians, writers and 
artists are admired far beyond Israel’s borders. In doing so, it 
has lovingly taken an ancient language, Hebrew, the language 
of the prophets, and modernized it to accommodate the 
vocabulary of the contemporary world.

It has built a climate of respect for other faith groups, 
including Baha’i, Christianity and Islam, and their 
places of worship. Can any other nation in the area 
make the same claim?

It has built an agricultural sector that has had much to 
teach developing nations about turning an arid soil into 
fields of fruits, vegetables, cotton and flowers.

Step back from the twists and turns of the daily information 
overload coming from the Middle East and consider the 
sweep of the last 60 years. Look at the light-years traveled 
since the darkness of the Holocaust and marvel at the 
miracle of a decimated people returning to a tiny sliver of 
land and successfully building a modern, vibrant state – 
against all the odds – on that ancient foundation.

In the final analysis, then, 
the story of Israel is the 
wondrous realization of a 
3,500-year link among a 
land, a faith, a language, 
a people and a vision. It 
is an unparalleled story of 
tenacity and determination, 
of courage and renewal. 
And it is ultimately a 
metaphor for the triumph 
of enduring hope over the 
temptation of despair. ◆

Above: The Police 
Orchestra performs at 
the Ben Yehuda Street 
pedestrian mall in 
Jerusalem.

below: The Ashdod 
International  
Film Festival.
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Boston Hannah International sends its 
congratulations to the state of Israel on the 

occasion of its 60th anniversary
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