
The declaration of the State of Israel, which is celebrated on Yom HaAtzmaut, was seeded

much before Friday, the fifth of Iyar, 5708 (1948), by the waves of aliya (moving to Israel),

undercover immigration, Zionist congresses, settling the land, the founding of security

forces and youth movements, and much more. All these followed hundreds of years of

prayers to return to Jerusalem. The building of the state continued long after that Friday, a

feat we are still currently laboring on. And yet, in the continuum of this process of

sovereignty, there is one event, unique and singular, that stands out and gives validity to

everything happening around it, clearly naming what was going on: the moment of the

declaration of the founding of the state. 

On Friday, the fifth of Iyar, 5708 (May 14th, 1948), roughly eight hours before the end of the

British Mandate, the Tel Aviv Museum (which changed its scenery for this momentous

occasion) hosted the declaration ceremony. The declaration, which took about half an hour,

described an ancient, rich past; an ongoing hope; and a magnificent vision for the future.

The single voice of David Ben Gurion, who signed and edited the final version of the

declaration, represented the multitude of voices who labored for weeks on the writing of the

declaration of independence, as well as the long list of people who signed it.   

From inside one building in Tel Aviv in which the declaration was read, one could sense the

embracing atmosphere spreading outwards and enveloping its national surroundings. This

significant moment, which is embodied in one small scroll, is the moment of the founding of

the State of Israel. It is what caused the fifth of Iyar to become a holiday by creating a

tangible Jewish homeland where previously there had been only a dream.

The Israeli initiative of the Ten Days of Gratitude, which consummates on Independence Day,

begins on the Israeli Holocaust Memorial Day — a day which represents lack and nothingness

in full force. It is a day that is seemingly impossible to associate with thanks. If thankfulness

connects us with gratitude for everything that we have, Holocaust Memorial Day reminds us

of all that is lacking, symbolizing the strongest loss — not just of life, but of entire Jewish

communities, the destruction of great spiritual centers of the Jewish people, and a loss of

belief in humanity. It reminds us of the limits of the enlightenment, civilization, and

sovereignty of humankind, all of which did not succeed in ensuring a better world, but rather

were accessories to crime: They were all present, some as active partners, when human

power brought about so much destruction. On Holocaust Memorial Day, we mourn the great

loss and huge vacuum caused by the corruption of human character. 
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And yet, Holocaust Memorial Day is part of a larger story: Slightly over a week later, we

commemorate the Memorial Day for Israel’s Fallen Soldiers, and immediately after that we

celebrate Independence Day, the day of the declaration of the State of Israel. A Jewish

homeland was not only a necessary new reality for the Jewish people, who demanded to be

an independent sovereign state and ensure the conditions of its existence, but also, and

perhaps more so, establishing the State of Israel constituted a promise that this sovereign

nation would embody the spirit of the prophets of Israel; the promise that human

sovereignty will support what exists and bring kindness to humanity. 

During the ten days between Holocaust Memorial Day and Israeli Independence Day, we are

in the process of movement from nothingness to existence, from evil to good. Over these ten

days, we pay attention to what exists, and we express gratitude for it. On Independence Day,

we are grateful for having the amazing right to political sovereignty: Not only do we

appreciate the natural right which we implemented in 1948 to “be a people like all other

nations which stands on its own in a sovereign state”; even more significant is the right and

merit we have received since that moment and until today — the right to not only

acknowledge what exists, but also establish it on a foundation of human goodness; the right

to design a society which is based on freedom, justice, and peace.  

This right is steeped in responsibilities and great challenges related to the fulfillment of this

vision. We cannot stand up to these challenges alone, not even in a group or as a

government. This is a vision that can only be accomplished together. During most of the

year, it is difficult for the people of Israel to join together, and this past year it has been

especially challenging — whether because of the COVID-19 pandemic or because of the

pandemic of division and tribalism. Independence Day, which represents not only the vision

but the degree of its actualization, may fall into this schism and turn into a day of

disappointment in the State of Israel, a day of deepening the divisiveness of the various

ethoses that compete for the character of the state — the secular-Zionist ethos and the

traditional ethos. 

A glimpse at the history of the State of Israel almost convinces one that these two ethoses,

which are identified with the future and the past, or with innovativeness and conservatism,

are opposing ethoses — and therefore bring about necessary divisiveness in order to

protect the power of one ethos from the other. But a candid and deep look at the Declaration

of Independence and the history that preceded it shows that those very innovators were

acting out of a loyalty to the past, as well as a responsibility towards the continuity of the

Jewish people, and that the keepers of tradition held on to faith and prayer for renewed life

in Zion over the course of hundreds of years. Reading the Declaration in the tune of the

Haftara reading reminds us that the Zionist ethos, the basis of the words being read, and the

traditional ethos, hovering over the words with a liturgical tune, were always incorporated

one within the other. For a single moment, the reading brings these two ethoses together to

stand as one nation, with one heart, under the same mountain. 



The Declaration of Independence, which begins with the words “Therefore, we are

gathered,” reminds us why we gathered, but more than that, it reminds us that

gathering is a condition for fulfilling the vision. The reading the Declaration of

Independence on Independence Day seeks to connect us to that great moment; the joint

reading invites us to assemble and stand together vis a vis the original vision — at the

same time, in different cities and locations — and to refill ourselves, every year anew,

with the inspiration which founded the state then and is even more necessary today. 

 

Three years ago, when we began this new ritual as part of the “Ten Days of Gratitude”

initiative, we were excited to discover an online version of the reading in the traditional

tune, created by members of the Reform Movement in Israel, and it is already read in

small groups on Independence Day. This discovery deepens the sense of peoplehood

that Independence Day is blessed with, and this year, we hope our new website will

enable many more and varied communities to take on this new Israeli tradition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


