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Introduction 
 
Public commemorations, on a national or a local scale, are designed to help a community come 
together to remember a discrete event or series of events that are significant for the group. 
Sometimes, these public ceremonies memorialize or recall distant events, which occurred long 
before the lifetimes of those in attendance. At other times, the commemorations can be a 
communal touchstone for recent, more raw historical moments. In all cases, the commemorations 
function as a form of storytelling for the community. At the base level, the selection of the 
event(s) to commemorate is significant; in the life of a community, not all memories achieve 
commemorative status. Why choose this event to highlight? In other words, selection is the 
starting point of the story. Further, all the elements of the ceremony contribute to shape the story 
told, including the people who are involved in the ceremony, the speeches, songs, readings, or 
performances. The who, what, where, how and when of the commemoration support the “why” 
of the telling: why is this event being recalled? Why is it important for the group? Why (and 
how) should this event impact on the communal self-understanding in the present and the future? 
 
It may seem counterintuitive but the idea that a commemoration offers a well-crafted story might 
not be self-evident to the audience, especially for those who attend on an annual basis. Part of the 
power of a ritualized or recurring ceremony is that it gives shape, structure and purpose, in a 
predictable fashion, to an event or a series of events that can, over time, feel like the obvious way 
of remembering the event. Overt and subtle messages imparted by the ceremony can go 
unnoticed by those inside the group.  
 
With these challenges in mind, I will attempt in this paper to inhabit a kind of outsider’s lens in 
order to investigate and probe a highly significant commemoration in our school and communal 
calendar: Yom Hazikaron, Israel’s Memorial Day for soldiers and terror victims. Most 
fundamentally, the paper will explore the following questions: what story does our 
commemoration tell the students? What story does it tell about Israel? What story does it tell 
about the relationship between the Diaspora and Israel? And, perhaps most pressing: what story 
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does it tell our students about their particular place in the ongoing drama of the state of Israel and 
in Jewish history, more generally?1  
 
Although the YZ ceremony is only one day in the school calendar, I will argue that the ritualistic, 
emotional, and public elements of YZ contribute to its disproportionate role in informing our 
students’ attitudes and emotional connections to Israel and to their sense of responsibility for 
Israel. Today, with anxieties running high about American students’ lackluster affiliations with 
Israel, cynicism towards the Israeli government or lack of preparedness to encounter divergent 
views on campus, we ought to be concerned with our students’ formative understanding of 
Israel’s narrative as well as their place in the “Israel story”.  
 
 
SAR High School 
 
In 2015, the SAR dinner honored alumni who serve in the IDF.  As part of the celebrations, a 
video of interviews with the featured alumni highlighted the role that SAR Academy and High 
school played in fostering their deep sense of connection to Israel and in inspiring them to step 
up to service for Israel. Alumni spoke with love about the many ways-- large and small- that 
their experiences at SAR cultivated an intense alignment with Israel, such as wearing white and 
blue on Rosh Chodesh, saying the Mishebrach for soldiers, and learning Limudei Kodesh in 
Hebrew. Several students identified the communal gatherings on Yom Hazikaron (YZ) and Yom 
Ha’atzmaut (YH) as particularly memorable and meaningful days in their memory. One student 
noted her surprise and appreciation when she encountered so many familiar elements in the YZ 
tekes (ceremony) in Israel.  She may not have understood them when she was at SAR, but 
looking back, she was grateful to have been exposed to an Israeli-style tekes. 
 
It is quite striking-- but not surprising -- that affective experiences were the focus for all these 
young men and women. In looking back at the ways in which their SAR education may have 
inspired them or propelled them to take their chosen path, none of the young men or women 
mentioned a course, a class, a conversation, or intellectual engagement of any kind with regard to 
Israel. What stood out for them was the ways in which SAR helped to foster their relationship 
with Israel -- and with a sense of peoplehood -- and they linked this awareness back to 
experiences.  
 
Now it would certainly be a distortion to suggest that the alumni who have elected to serve in the 
Israeli army are in any sense representative of the general alumni community, or that we could 

                                                
1 Commemoration as storytelling has deep roots in Jewish tradition and practice. The most fundamental 
example of this is the Seder night, a night which exerts influence deep into the Jewish calendar. Seder 
night is a family-centered commemoration of the exodus which showcases storytelling. All components of 
the night are designed to support and enhance the storytelling experience. As the Haggadah states, the 
imperative is not only to tell the story but to internalize it, i.e. to see oneself as having left Egypt.    
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judge the efficacy of our programming based on this highly selective group’s memories of SAR. 
And yet, as the Avi Chai researchers conclude in their study entitled, “Hearts and Minds study: 
Israel In North American Day Schools,”  an emotional attachment to Israel is in fact the 
cornerstone of what constitutes day schools’ Israel education efforts. Even in our highly 
reflective and intellectual school culture, it would seem that when it comes to Israel education, 
SAR is not an exception to the rule. 
 

Over and over, their goals are directed towards the cultivation of emotional states: 
identification, allegiance and attachment. Israel education in day schools, we have found, 
is to a large degree a practice of working on the heart. (p. 10)2 

 
When our students talk about their commitments and connections to Israel, they are largely 
talking about how they feel about Israel, if they feel connected and aware of what is going on in 
Israel, etc. They seem to crave more experiences that will nurture and develop those emotional 
connections. In an interview I conducted with a 12th grade class, one student said that YZ and 
YH are days that “the school does a good job at.” When asked what that meant, she explained: 
“you really feel very connected to Israel on those days, but the rest of the year, not so much.”  
And as another student remarked: “it’s important that YZ and YZ are emotionally loaded days.  
We need them to be as intense as possible so our emotional connection to Israel will stick.” In 
general, YZ and YH loom large in their memory and in their annual experience of rebooting their 
emotional attachments. 
 
So why examine these days at all? If students benefit emotionally from them and feel as if they 
are drawn into a closer relationship with Israel on those days, why not just keep doing what we 
are doing? As a school community that is heavily invested in teaching our children to love Israel, 
                                                
2 And yet, the recommendations at the end of the Avi Chai study should give us caution in embarking on 
deepening our efforts in the affective realm.  

Recommendations: Of course, nurturing positive attitudes towards Israel is important, but – we 
suggest – schools should cultivate other goals, especially those focused more on cognitive 
outcomes. In fact, as institutions for formal education, schools are better suited to developing 
their students’ cognitive abilities. It is certainly is borne out by our analysis of what 
students derive from schools. In most day schools, Jewish studies and Jewish education 
are geared towards the cultivation of commitments and beliefs. In these terms, Jewish 
education is an inherently counter-cultural activity. The general studies classroom, by 
contrast, is mainly oriented to different values, to critical thinking and to asking tough questions. 
These are facts of day school life that are hard to change. In these circumstances, any effort to 
develop outcomes for Israel education that go beyond the affective should begin by examining 
how Israel can be taught more fully through opportunities within the general studies curriculum. 
Our site visits revealed small numbers of often isolated teachers engaged in this work in science, 
history and literature departments, and in the general studies sections of elementary schools. An 
initiative to connect high functioning educators in these fields will yield rich results for schools, 
and can build on already existing instances of good educational practice.  
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to support Israel, and to see themselves in a deep and everlasting relationship with Israel, it 
would seem counterproductive to adopt a critical eye towards our commemoration of the “days 
of awe” in our calendar. Perhaps we should leave them alone.  
 
A case for examination 
 
Reason 1: 
At the very least, we ought to examine these days in order to responsibly educate and care for 
our (increasingly) anxious student population. Taking a close look at our ceremonies will help us 
to think carefully about the assumptions we make regarding what kids can handle emotionally, 
where we might be unintentionally pushing them to distress, etc. Working together with mental 
health professionals in our school would be a sensible first step in seeking to educate and inspire 
our more vulnerable students.  
 
 
Reason 2:  
Let’s say we make accommodations for highly anxious kids. If we focus our attention on the 
majority of the school body, we can certainly still be more thoughtful and purposeful about the 
kinds of emotional attachments we hope our ceremonies will engender, facilitate, or deepen. 
Because -- by design --  these ceremonial days have a heightened nature, students are more 
receptive and susceptible to the messages they receive. Have we thought carefully about the 
intended emotional outcome of the ceremonies? Have we assessed for their achievement? For 
other unintended outcomes? Are we sure that we are engaging in successful affective pedagogy 
rather than emotionally manipulative techniques? Can we identify a clear line between 
responsible and irresponsible approaches and techniques?  
 
Reason 3:  
In his recent paper for Machon Siach, “Israel, Diaspora and Religious Zionist Education in 
America,” Rabbi Tully Harcsztark argues for a new paradigm in conceiving, enacting and 
growing American Jews’ self-understanding vis a vis Israel. Primarily, he advocates replacing a  
hierarchical model with a governing frame that promotes Mordechai Kaplan’s “Jewish 
peoplehood.” The old model nourishes a “principally paternalistic, even exclusionary disposition 
towards more than half of the Jewish population”; while privileging a sense of Jewish 
peoplehood enables a “pragmatic Religious Zionism that considers the entire Jewish nation as 
central to its mission” and empowers Jews living both in the Diaspora and in the state of Israel to 
view each other as partners in service of a common destiny.  As he writes: “with complementary 
communities, the Jewish nation can strengthen its national identity as well as reap the benefits of 
cultural hybridity with all of its cultural richness and possibility.”  
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At the end of the paper, Rabbi Harcsztark outlines several areas in school life that should be 
impacted by this vision, including curricula, teachers’ partnership with Israeli teachers and 
students’ exposure to Israeli students. Investing time and effort in each of these areas will 
certainly yield a gradual reshaping of our students’ self-conception as powerful, capable partners 
with world Jewry. If we are successful, our students will be open to learning from the 
experiences, challenges and strengths of other young Jews, and they will be the confident, proud 
owners of their own experiences, challenges and strengths who are willing to share and engage 
with other young Jews.  
 
But we would be seriously remiss if we did not integrate our affective Israel programming within 
our efforts to “update” our model.  As stated above, students actively seek affective messages 
about Israel, absorb a higher level of messaging in the realm of the affective, and in particular, 
are highly susceptible to “retain” the ideas they are exposed to and feelings they experience 
during affective programming.  If we engage our students in a more balanced approach in their 
classrooms, do we want to protect Yom Hazikaron as a kind of isolated castle of the crisis 
narrative/ weak Diaspora Jews/ Strong Israeli Jews story? Or should the castle, too, be infiltrated 
and made consistent with the new model? If so, then what would we be doing on that day? What 
kind of emotional and cognitive goals would we have? How does the YZ ceremony contribute to, 
reinforce, or possibly challenge the story we want to teach our students about their relationship to 
the state of Israel and to Jewish peoplehood? 
  
 
The stakes of examining YZ 
Our Siach Israel Education faculty group has aimed at adapting or updating our Israel Education 
program in the arena of ideas, or intellectual engagement. We have discussed and experimented 
with ways of deepening our students’ understanding of the complexity of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict through the creation of a 10th grade unit on Zionism and a 12th grade unit on Modern 
Israel.3 As stated above, we have found new language to give radical new shape to the Diaspora 
experience.  Finally, we have examined more effective ways of addressing the perceived need for 
Israel Advocacy and have found ourselves looking to exchange advocacy altogether for sustained 
educational engagement.  Each of these complex projects tap into deep-seated self-perceptions, 
but they are “safely” in the realm of ideas, curricula and lesson plans. I am conscious of my own 
fear that raising questions about YZ and YH will not be met with the same level of openness. I 
am concerned that in some unspoken way, our attempts to introduce nuance on the level of ideas 
might be resting on an assumption that we safeguard the strong emotionally-driven programming 
we have at school. And YZ and YH are the cornerstones of the emotional program. 
 
There may be yet another reason why investigating YZ and YH feels like a particularly risky 
project. By design, these days have come to take on the feel of ritual. They have staying power. 
                                                
3 See Laura Shaw Frank and Adina Shoulson’s paper. 
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We cycle back to them year after year and have come to expect certain patterns of behavior, a 
certain set of emotional experiences, a certain kind of music, a certain type of speech. Tampering 
with or adjusting a ritually charged set of events may feel like it violates the integral core of 
these days. (As observant Jews who are particularly steeped in ritual events, we might have even 
more at stake in suggesting change to ritual). Furthermore, there are many strongly invested 
stakeholders in the YZ and YH commemorations, as they have been designed and enacted, and 
we may rightfully feel trepidation at challenging them to adopt a reflective gaze towards the 
product of their (emotional) commitments and inclinations. 

 
To be clear, the goal of this paper is not to argue strongly against the current commemorative 
practices at our school, rather to situate YZ more substantively and critically within the arc of 
Israel Education at our school. The paper aims to invite a reflective lens on these “strongholds” 
in our calendar in order to grow more comfortable asking questions about the messages or 
experiences that our current ceremony imparts, and to consider the possibility of excluding some 
and including others.  
 
More broadly, we should be able to think holistically and programmatically about the 
interrelationship between the intellectual and emotional components (inclusive of but not 
restricted to YZ and YH) of our Israel engagement/ education at the school. Do they act as 
parallel counterparts, each developing a different side of our students’ commitment to and 
attachment to Israel? Or do they function as counterparts in tension with one another? Are we 
more comfortable with one model or the other?  
 
 
History of YZ ceremonies in Israel 
 
We cannot have a conversation about Yom Hazikaron, its goals and outcomes in our schools 
before gaining a sense of how YZ ceremonies have developed in the state of Israel. In the 1999 
article,  “Holocaust Day and Memorial Day in Israeli Schools,” Avner Ben-Amos, Ilana Bet-El 
and Moshe Tlamim trace the deep roots between national ceremonies and schools in Israel. From 
the era of the Yishuv, the educational system was a primary tool to help shape and transmit 
Zionist values. The JNF Teachers Council, established in 1927, which devoted its efforts to 
“promote Zionist education in the schools,” emphasized the use of ceremonies and excursions in 
order to “develop the pupil’s entire personality” and to “create moments of exaltation at school 
when the pupil’s spirits soar and their faces radiate a brilliant glow.. [when] young hearts are 
opened to absorbing unforgettable impressions.”4 Unlike other modern nation-states, the Yishuv- 
and subsequently the State of Israel - integrated secular ceremonies into its official teaching 
program.  Early examples, which include days such as the 19th of Tevet (the JNF “anniversary”), 
the 20th of Tammuz (Theodore Herzl’s yahrzeit) and Tel-Hai Day (commemorating the death of 
                                                
4 P 267. See footnote 11. 
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Yosef Trumpeldor and his comrades on March 1, 1920), featured (cognitive) preparation for the 
day as well as (emotional) symbolic activities on the day itself. “Most of the memorial days’ 
themes were already present in Tel-Hai Day: heroism, readiness for self-sacrifice, the struggle of 
the few against the many, and the link between death, commemoration, and national rebirth.”5  
 
After statehood, with the institutionalization of state education, formal education and especially 
memorial ceremonies became critical vehicles for cultivating loyalty to the body politic in 
students, as well as the values of the state. Schools were understood to be at the front lines of 
helping students, the primary “units of the state,” to shape their national psyche and to develop 
their historical consciousness. As  Zionist aspirations were achieved with statehood, schools 
were tasked with nurturing continued ideological commitment as well as a sense of collective 
obligation.   
 
At first, YZ was embedded within Independence Day. Schools were mandated to hold a 45 
minute assembly on the morning of Independence Day with clear guidelines for the components: 
holiday clothing, displaying of the flag, listening to the Minister of Education’s radio broadcast, 
selected readings, and the singing of Hatikvah. The format was fixed as was the intended 
affective outcome: “the beginning of the realization of the dream of ages, joy of freedom and 
independence, compensation for courage and heroism, and remuneration for the nation’s 
suffering and sacrifice.”6 In 1951, after pressure from bereaved parents, YZ was separated from 
YH; for logistical reasons, it was placed the day before. “But in retrospect, a deep symbolic 
significance was created by linking bereavement and triumph together as a unique Israeli 
phenomenon.”7 Only in 1963 did YZ become a legal day of national mourning.  
 
As the years passed, YZ traditions developed, together with guidance from the Ministry of 
Education. Many schools erected memorial plaques and monuments with names of graduates 
who fell in battle; ceremonies were held next to them. Parents of fallen soldiers were invited to 
participate in the schools’ ceremonies, and delegations of students visited military ceremonies to 
lay wreaths of soldiers’ graves. Beginning in 1958, the wailing siren was sounded at 10 am, and 
“schools were required to commence Memorial Day ceremonies with two minutes of silence, 
thus integrating school time with the national time.”  
 
Making sense of the YZ ceremony 
 
Sociologists and anthropologists offer a variety of ways to understand the significance of public 
events (Durkeim, Turner, etc), but all agree that they are moments in which encoded cultural 
information is imparted to members of a social group and are events which do something for its 

                                                
5 P. 263. 
6 P. 267-- but look at footnote for where it comes from.  
7 267 
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participants. The YZ commemoration in Israeli society has been studied as a public event in 
which “this nation-state, through official agencies, intentionally presents something of its self-
understood purposes, and their foundations, aspirations and apprehensions.”8  Indeed, in the case 
of YZ, its significance and resonance must be considered on two levels: a) the meaning(s) 
communicated by the micro-narrative of the YZ ceremony itself, and b) the meaning, message, 
or power created by the wider temporal-historical arc in which it is experienced, i.e. in the time 
period framed by Passover and Yom Ha’atzmaut, with Yom Hashoah in the middle. Let’s start 
with the wider temporal frame.  
 
To consider the emotional experience of YZ apart from its semiotic pair, Yom Ha’atzmaut, is 
clearly a misreading. As mentioned above, the pairing of the two deeply informs both the 
experience of loss on YZ as well as of triumph on YH. Abject loss is redeemed, as it were, by the 
joys of victory and freedom, while the celebration of independence carries with it an awareness 
of painful sacrifice. The contiguity between YZ and YH-- the lack of temporal or emotional 
space between tragedy and joy --reflects the realities of living in modern Israel but it also creates 
a moral argument for the loss and sacrifice. Indeed, one cannot imagine celebrating or 
understanding one of the days without the other.  
 
And yet, the mini-narrative of ‘loss which leads to triumph’ is only a part of the experience and 
meaning-making of YZ.  Passover, the holiday of freedom and liberation, which begins the 
season of celebration and commemoration9, contributes the main themes of the entire unit of 
“days”: a nation struggling against oppression, a people who longs for freedom, redemption, the 
promise of return to Eretz Yisrael.  Throughout the cycle of holidays, we are carried between the 
poles of catastrophe and redemption, between the depths of darkness/loss and the heights of 
collective joy. “The flow of holidays traces, then, the threat of annihilation, triumph through 
sacrifice, and final rebirth at first in ancient times through Divine intervention, and later in the 
modern period through the nation’s own strength.”10  Set within the shadow cast by Passover, 
YZ, YH and of course, Yom Hashoah, offer a modern iteration and ultimately, a fulfillment of 
the aspirations of Passover. God redeemed us in Egypt, but we redeemed ourselves in the 
modern era, closing the loop on returning to our promised land.  
 
What emerges throughout the cycle of holidays is at once a strong current of continuity from 
ancient to modern times as well as the remapping or interpretation of ancient, biblical themes. In 
other words, placing Yom Hashoah, YZ and YH within the Passover time frame and widening 
the historical frame to accommodate the modern tragedies and triumphs of the Jewish people 
creates effects in both directions. Modern historical events are woven into a continuous story of 

                                                
8 Handelman, p. 191 
9 See Handelman where he discusses the Israeli government’s deliberate choice to place YH (and by 
extension, YZ) in the weeks following Pesach. 
10 “Holocaust Day and Memorial Day” p. 272 
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the Jewish people and assume the resonance of sacred time and narrative. Messianic and 
historical time are collapsed and merged into one arc.11 
 
 
 As Handelman writes: 

Religious thought in Jewish culture commonly links the ingathering of the exiles to the 
onset of redemption for the collectivity of the people, and to the enhancement of their 
spiritual perfection. In turn, this is to increase the likelihood of God’s intervention in 
history to end time, to begin a utopic condition of Being. Zionist time adopts and adapts 
the idea of the ingathering, and makes the viability of nation-statehood contingent on this. 
Nationalism is the means to the physical and spiritual unification of the people and to 
their moral purification and renewal in the modern world.12 

 
 
  

                                                
11 Ibid, p. 274“...they deal in concrete historical events that have taken place in modern chronological 
time, yet their manner of presentation in the narrative transforms them into messianic time events. 
Teachers and principals are aware of the ceremonies’ power and capability to dramatize the narrative; 
therefore, they use them extensively.” 
12 Handelman, p. 224 
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Micro-narrative of the ceremony 
 
Embedded within a highly symbolic time frame, the YZ ceremony also has rigorous symbolic 
meaning on the micro-level. Though there is a certain degree of diversity today among school, 
local and national YZ commemorations, certain key elements are instrumental in telling a certain 
kind of story to Israeli audiences. Handelman’s study examines the YZ ceremony which takes 
place at the Kotel on the night of YZ. In addition to the individual components of the ceremony, 
Handelman observes the significance of the use of space and movement in the ceremony. As he 
writes: 

 
Much of the power in numerous events of presentation is focused in the evocation of 
mood, in large measure through their symbolic, spatial formations and through their 
rhetoric, This is so in this ceremony. The spareness and simplicity of the program, and 
of its enactment, are striking. So too are the stillness and darkness, the vacant space, 
the constrained and restricted movement.”13 
  

 
The ceremony creates a mood of unity and coherence; more to the point, unity between the 
military and the civilian base. One of the ways that the ceremony stresses the sense of unity is by 
the participation of one person to represent each base: one president, one bereaved mother, one 
female soldier, etc. This makes good sense, for one could imagine that the civilian base could 
express anger and frustration towards the military on this day, or that the military could claim the 
day as only about their loss, but the ceremony works hard to inscribe both parties as 
synchronized, with a common goal of commemoration. The members of the ceremony create a 
kind of family -- with the “parents” -- the president and a bereaved mother, flanked by all the 
other parties who create a kind of close-knit family structure, and who serve to “procreate” the 
memory of the fallen soldiers/ children. 
 
The ceremony’s endpoints: beginning with Yizkor and ending with the collective singing of 
Hativkah, link the religious and the nationalistic, while the silent identification with the fallen 
(during the siren wail) is matched by the collective singing of Hativah. Handelman emphasizes 
that YZ is not about history or even really about biographies of the fallen: “the main motif of 
Memorial Day ceremonies is the irrevocable loss of the fallen from among the living.”  
 
The overarching theme of the ceremony is the necessity of sacrifice for the larger collective. For 
example, the reading of the poem “Silver Platter” by Nathan Alterman attests to this thematic. 
This poem is incredibly popular in many ceremonies because it neatly describes the historical 
events being commemorated on YZ. 
                                                
13 Handelman, p. 205.  
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 ..over here stands the nation about to receive its independence at an occasion that recalls 
the Mount Sinai epiphany; and, over there stand the young heroes who fought and died 
for the nation’s independence. The event depicted in the poem is essentially a ceremony 
in which the young heroes bequeath their lives to the nation; thus the text also refers 
to the pupils present at the school ceremony who are expected to lay down their 
lives. On an occasion such as this, historical details become immaterial, “and the rest will 
be told in the history of Israel.” Gaining the ancient dream of independence at the 
price of terrible sacrifices underscores the pain and bereavement, but also offers 
consolation.” 

 
The notion that the sacrifice is redeemed, as it were, by the collective unity is present as well in 
the many school ceremonies on YZ. In Israel, each high school has a moving ceremony on YZ 
morning, which are attended by the bereaved parents of fallen alumni. It is also commonplace for 
alumni to return to their high schools on YZ ceremony. The ceremonies, which are oriented to 
develop students’ historical consciousness contain an “admixture of emotional experience and 
concrete facts”.  
 
The high school students in the audience, who watch the bereaved parents of fallen soldiers 
participate in attendance, offer a kind of consolation to them. For they are next in line, and they 
will carry forward the mission of safeguarding the nation and protecting the land. The high 
school students serve as a proxy, as it were, to the parents; they are sitting in the seats once 
occupied by their sons and daughters, and they will continue to realize and sustain the Zionist 
dream by offering their own service and possibly sacrifice.    
 
With this backdrop in mind, what does it mean when Diaspora Jews celebrate these days, 
especially in the high school setting? On the macro scale, the ceremonies reflect an airtight 
narrative of the realization of Zionist aspirations as institutionally Jewish/ messianic aspirations.  
But what is the place of the Diaspora community in these celebrations? On a micro level, the 
unification of the military and the religious; the emphasis on the national collective as a result of 
sacrifice, and the high school students’ role as a surrogate soldiers -- where do we fit? When we 
commemorate YZ14, are we commemorating as insiders or outsiders? In the diasporic Religious 
Zionist community, we may see ourselves as insiders, but in what ways? As insider-witnesses to 
the drama/ grand narrative?  
 
As diaspora Jews who honor and love and respect the state of Israel, if we model our ceremony 
on what goes on in Israel, are we by definition perpetuating and enacting the hierarchical 
relationship between the state of Israel and its far flung supporters? Could we imagine a way of 
commemorating YZ and YH that would feel authentic to and would nourish our sense of Jewish 
                                                
14 The same question could be asked about Yom Ha’atzmaut. 
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peoplehood, of shared and collective responsibility for the Jewish people, our past, present and 
future? If we import the basic model from Israel-- if we try to make it as close to the Israeli 
original as possible-- are we, even from the start, setting ourselves up to view ourselves as 
onlookers/ outsiders, craning our necks to be a part of the action? And if our students cannot 
provide solace to bereaved parents, if they are not walking in their footsteps, should our 
ceremony be adjusted to remove those feelings? 
 
 
 
YZ ceremonies at SAR 
 
For the purposes of this paper, I have examined the YZ ceremonies in our school over the last 
two years (for which video is available). Looking at the two ceremonies together, the SAR 
program does not have the feel of a rigid, predictable, ritualized ceremony in the way that the 
Israeli ceremony does and yet, there are a number of common elements: 
 

● Somber mood in the auditorium 
● An hour or so long, first thing in the morning 
● Emotional speakers, who traveled to SAR from Israel 
● Participation of students who are Israeli-born or Israel-bound 
● Yizkor  
● Lighting of candle 
● Recitation of Tehillim 
● Misheberach for Israeli soldiers 
● Hatikvah 
● Israeli songs sung by choir, punctuating the presentations 

 
 
Sketch of the YZ ceremony 2015: 
1. Student (an Aliyah-bound senior) speaks about her experience as a counselor at Camp 
Moshava when they learned that the bodies of the three missing boys had been found (summer of 
2014). She speaks about how hard it is to talk about these things, these losses.  
2. Short video of Israelis standing to attention in response to the siren  
3. Student explains that the program will focus on the events of the most recent summer (Gaza 
war)  
4. Israeli soldier speaks with an emotional tenor. She mentions the arc of the week, that we 
cannot take the state for granted and that we still need the army “to guard your home, your 
friends, your family.” She describes what it was like for her to be a teenager living during the 
second intifada-- going out for pizza while her mother is worried sick. The major theme of her 
talk is highlighting the empowerment she felt as a woman in combat and the sense of growth she 
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experienced in the army. A secondary theme is the moral code of the IDF.  She tells a heart-
wrenching story about checking an ambulance that had a pregnant woman in labor and 
explosives.15 At the end of her speech, she draws a contrast between American Memorial Day 
(shopping) and Israeli Memorial Day. She concludes with her resolute hope for peace. “But until 
then, I will not apologize for defending my country and for my right to live.”  
5. Israeli student presents about her cousin who died during the war. Pictures of his life are 
shown. She relates a series of emotional stories about his character, his energy, his honesty, his 
humor. More pictures. Sad Israeli music plays.  
6. Choir.  
7. Another student presents on Max Steinberg. A short film about him is shown. “Though he was 
an American, he was attached to Israel…” “You realize that your life has meaning,” and you 
don’t have that much time to do it right.. (his brother)  
8. Choir. 
9. Student talks about the 3 boys (same ages as our students). Reporting on what happened when 
they were missing. Viewing of a very sad video about the 3 boys and the communal prayer for 
them while they were missing.  
10. Choir.  
11. Israeli student introduces a soldier. Soldier immediately makes reference to his emotions -- 
he apologizes for using so many tissues. “Sad day for Jews, but mainly for Israelis”. Talks about 
how his few years spent living in California were as far away from the tragic times in the 90’s in 
Israel as possible. Graduated HS and went to the army in Israel. Knew that he wanted to be “that 
one with the responsibility, to tell others to follow him,” the one that leads the soldiers and has 
responsibility for the lives of other Israelis. 
Mentions moral codes of the defense forces. Talks about a harrowing experience of being in a 
mortar shelling and about a conflict with security and humanitarian issues. “Tiny glimpse of 
daily problems”. IDF moral code guides in all of what we do and what not to do. We praise these 
morals. “The vicious terrorist on the other side-- it is unbelievable what they do to their people.” 
Talks about Hamas using the population as a human shield.  “Trying to show the people that 
there is another option.. Terror is not assisting anyone.. From the understanding that the civilians 
are in the line of fire from both sides.” “I wake up in the morning and wish for peace, but I am a 
realistic person.” “You guys are our front line here, basically. Thank you for your support and 
keep up the good work.”  
12. More Israeli students speak about what Yom Hazikaron means.  
13. Yizkor, read by an Israeli student.  
14. Lighting of candle. 
15. Recitation of Tehillim. 
16. Misheberach for Israeli soldiers. 
17. Hatikvah sung by the choir.    

                                                
15 In interviews with students, they recalled this story several years later as particularly memorable and 
revelatory for them.   
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Analysis  
 
At its core, the goal of the YZ ceremony here at SAR is to bring our students closer to the 
experience of YZ in Israel, for kids to gain an appreciation for what and who was lost, to get a 
window into the emotional impact of the day, perhaps even to appreciate the sacrifices that 
Israeli soldiers have made for Israel and for the Jewish people. Beyond the words spoken, several 
components contribute to a somber and weighty tone. First, the setting: the entire school gathers 
in a dimly lit auditorium at the start of the school day. The teachers who usher at the doorways 
help to acculturate the students to the mournful, serious tone of the day. Second, the music 
played on the screen as well as the songs sung by the choir are dark, slow songs about loss, 
sacrifice and longing. Third, the speakers’ body language and ways of speaking reinforce the 
mood in the room.   
  
Furthermore, the program seems to be structured to bring as “authentic” a voice as possible; this 
is accomplished through the participation of Israeli fellows and students and through speakers 
from Israel who come to speak to the students. The choir sings contemporary Israeli songs, the 
siren sounds, and many images from Israel are projected on the screen. 
 
And yet I would argue that these very elements serve to undermine the closeness to Israel (and to 
Yom Hazikaron) that they try to cultivate and serve. Instead, they reinscribe a sense of distance 
between the American students and Israel. For example, when the students watch a video of the 
siren in Israel, which was likely filmed many years prior and even on that day, was sounded in 
Israel many hours before-- the students are literally watching Israelis stand witness to the siren. 
Their experience of hearing the searing wail of the siren is mediated through the Israelis in the 
video. They are peering in to see what it must feel like to be an Israeli on Yom Hazikaron.  
 
When the choir sings sad songs throughout the ceremony-- punctuating the various speakers and 
videos-- the songs they sing are unfamiliar to the student body. They are drawn from 
contemporary Israeli music and are, by and large, songs about being left behind by a soldier or 
taking leave of one’s lover to go and fight. They are highly evocative songs, but they do not 
evoke familiar feelings for the students. It is like the songs are tapping into a set of memories the 
students do not themselves have.  
 
When the speakers are all Israeli-born or Israel-bound, and the keynote speakers are flown in 
from Israel, it may send the message to students who are not planning to make aliyah or were not 
born in Israel that YZ is not authentically theirs. By extension, it may communicate to the 
student body that their relationship to Israel overall is less than or partial. 
 



 
Rethinking the Yom Hazikaron Ceremony 

Dr. Tammy Jacobowitz 

 15 

Furthermore, in the 2015 ceremony, both Israeli speakers-- soldiers who traveled to SAR through 
the Israel advocacy program Stand with US -- visibly showed the students their emotions to the 
student audience, perhaps even in an exaggerated fashion. When the female soldier ascended to 
the podium, she apologized that she had just stepped outside during the siren because she did not 
want to cry inside the room. When the male soldier began his remarks, he joked with the 
audience that the school might need to order more tissues, because he had used so many 
throughout the assembly. Later in his speech he said: “This is a very sad day for Jews. But 
especially for Israelis.” The performative quality to their emotional display appeared to be a 
pedagogical move on their part to teach American Jewish kids what it feels like to be sad on YZ. 
Again, a move to draw kids in close to the experience but which inadvertently reinforces the 
distance between the students and Israel: our students need to be taught how to behave, how to 
be sad on YZ by those who are truly inside the experience.   
 
Undeniably, our students are outsiders to the YZ experience. They have no firsthand knowledge 
of the kind of losses that the day commemorates. They do not live in Israeli society; their 
neighbors and family members do not serve in the army.16 Indeed, there are those who argue that 
we have no business commemorating YZ altogether, since we are so removed from Israeli 
society and cannot comprehend what most Israelis feel and know without prompting. But if we 
do continue to commemorate YZ in our New York school, a decision which I would strongly 
support, how can we frame the day to respect and nourish our students’ feelings of closeness to 
Israel; to educate them about the sacrifices Israeli soldiers make for Israel; to inspire them to feel 
a greater sense of awareness, gratitude, and responsibility for Israel without drawing them so 
decisively as outsiders to the unfolding narrative of Israel?  Though our students certainly walk 
away from the ceremony-- and from their other affective experiences around Israel-- with a 
strong, nationalistic affiliation- they will also internalize the sense that the only way to be an 
authentic part of the Israeli narrative is to move to Israel. 
 
For those students who are planning to or inspired to move to Israel, feeling a sense of 
dislocation in America on YZ might further reinforce their commitments. Considering the alum 
quoted in the dinner video, there is also value in preparing students for the “real thing” in Israel. 
But what about the rest of our student body who is not preparing for a life of aliyah? What kind 
of relationship to Israel does our ceremony aim to cultivate? And if a sense of sadness or 
“connection” arrives at the students via dislocation or guilt, are we comfortable with that? 
 
 
Sketch of the YZ ceremony 2016 
1. Student Activities Coordinator begins by pointing to images on the large screen and noting 
that it is a somber, sad and serious day. “The number 23,000 is hard to fathom and even harder to 
personalize…” 
                                                
16 There are, of course, exceptions to that rule.  



 
Machon Siach – Israel Education 

 16 

2. Israeli student quotes from an Israeli mother who lost 2 children and who asked people to take 
one of her son’s qualities and to integrate them into their lives. This is the frame for the program 
that each person who is commemorated had a quality for the group to learn from and emulate.  
3. Israeli student speaks about his uncle who passed away.  
4. Choir.  
5. Student who is planning to make aliyah speaks about a British woman who made aliyah at the 
age of 21 (prior to the state). 
6. Choir. 
7. Israeli born student speaks about her mother’s first boyfriend who passed away.  
8. Choir 
9. Israeli born student introduces a woman who made aliyah from Canada in the 80s who lost her 
son, Daniel. 
10. Mrs. Mandel’s speech (25 minutes long). Tells stories about her son, his qualities, his 
experiences. Personal pictures and stirring video projected at the start and finish of her talk.   
11. Mrs. Mandel asks the choir to sing an (unplanned) inspiring song. 
12. Student Activities Coordinator reinforces message of taking on a trait from each of the 
soldiers. 
13. Video tribute to victims of the “Knife Intifada” with graphic images 
14. Lighting of Yizkor candle 
15. Recitation of Yizkor (Kel Maleh Rachamamim) by teacher who served in the IDF 
16.  Tehillim led by Israeli student 
17. Misheberach for soldiers 
18. Hatikvah 
      
Analysis: 
 
In this presentation, both the student speakers and the invited speaker memorialized a fallen 
soldier, told stories about their lives and identified a particular character trait that epitomized that 
soldier. By doing so, they asked the students to consider taking on (one of) the qualities of the 
fallen and thus remember that soldier with their own actions. This ceremony seemed to be 
organized around the student population’s needs. Rather than memorialize alone and create a 
focused environment of sadness and loss, the program provided an action element that kids could 
relate to, absorb, and carry with them. To call it an instrumentalization of the day would be to 
overreach, but it admirably tried to concretize the enormity of the loss and inspire the students 
towards aspiring to growth and greatness. 
 
At the same time, this focused attention on soldiers’ lives and qualities might have created an 
unattainable kind of one-to-one correspondence between the soldiers and our students. The life 
stories and struggles, and the kind of growth and maturity that the students were exposed to 
through the stories are largely out of reach for them at this point in their lives. Of course, by 
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definition, dying in battle for one’s country -- or even being side by side with someone who has 
done this-- has no parallel in our students’ lives. Listening to these life stories is asking our 
students to stretch their imagination to accommodate life experiences that bear little resemblance 
to their own. To be sure, this is how one cultivates empathy.17 And yet, I wondered how the 
students feel when they hear stories about life choices and struggles that operate on an entirely 
different register than their own. Do they feel inspired? Or do they feel incredibly small? This 
range of possible reactions is not limited to their personal lives; it can also translate into their 
self-perception as American Jews vis a vis Israel. I will explain below. 
 
Mrs. Mandel’s speech was rife with such examples. An olah from North America, she spoke to 
the students with a marked amount of love, and (imagined) understanding of their lives. But she 
also spent most of her speech describing her son’s experiences  -- at a similar age to our students; 
experiences which demand a level of rigor, bravery, commitment on a whole different order than 
the typical American teenager attending a Modern Orthodox high school. All the while, she 
made gestures towards her audience -- moments when she broke from her storytelling to directly 
address the students. It was in these moments, when she was making the effort to connect with 
the students and draw them in, where she may have inadvertently created a sense of inferiority or 
smallness vis a vis their Israeli counterparts. 
 
For example, towards the end of her speech, she told a story about her son carrying an extremely 
heavy pack for 90 kilometers, and she said to the students, “Chayalim, when they hike, go for 90 
km, not like you guys when you hike with a cellphone and a water bottle for a few kilometers.”  
Or, at another point, she turned to the crowd and asked: “Is there anything that you would be 
willing to die for?” (Pause). “Because the state of Israel is important enough for them [the 
memorialized soldiers] to die for. They’re doing it for Jews all over the world. So that you can 
lead the kind of Jewish life you want to lead. So you can wear a kippa or not wear a kippa. So 
you can eat kosher food or not kosher food…” 
 
I am confident that Ms. Mandel aimed to make the students feel included by the soldiers’ 
sacrifice, to connect their freedoms as American Jews to the sacrifices of the Israeli soldiers. But 
the stark contrast between the heavy, responsible choices of the soldiers (do I carry a 50 lb pack 
when my general asks me to do so, how do I help guide a group of new soldiers) and the 
relatively trivial choices of the students (do I wear a kippa or eat kosher food) may have the 
effect of continually reinscribing the otherness - and inferiority -- of the American students. 
 
 
 

                                                
17 And to be sure, an explicit and critical element of the YZ ceremony is to call our students’ attention to 
the unparalleled sacrifice of Israeli soldiers, to move them to appreciate them, to hold gratitude for them, 
etc.  
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Interviews with Students    
 
How do our students experience the YZ ceremony? What do they think the goals are for the 
program? How do they feel when they walk away? Are there lasting impressions?  
 
These questions guided a series of interviews I conducted with groups of students over the 
course of the 2016-2017 school year: two groups of seniors, one group of juniors and a handful 
of alumni who visited the school. The groups represent a cross-section of student learning levels 
and abilities in our school. Overall, students and alumni were eager to talk about their 
impressions of YZ and in general, responded with enthusiasm to the notion of exploring this 
topic.  
 
Without exception, the group interviews followed the same pattern. When I asked them the 
questions listed above, students expressed that the YZ ceremony helps them to feel a sense of 
appreciation and gratitude for the soldiers’ sacrifices, that it raises their awareness of what their 
Israeli counterparts do for Israel. They also spoke about feeling “very connected” to Israel on YZ 
and YH and talked about wanting to have that kind of deep connection to Israel on a more 
regular basis.  
 
In each case, the first round of responses was punctured by one student who offered a divergent 
response, which had the effect of taking the group discussion in other directions. For example, in 
one class, a girl said that she feels very connected during the ceremony and then guilty 
afterwards. When asked what kind of guilt she feels, she said that she is left with a sense of guilt 
that she does not think about Israelis’ sacrifices on a regular basis. In another class, a student 
said: “I always know that afterwards, I should really consider joining the army but I don’t want 
to. I feel bad that these people are doing it and I am not.” In a third class, a student admitted that 
she felt judged by the Israeli speakers and that she always leaves the ceremony feeling like her 
life is not respected. Once these three students shared these less “orthodox” feelings, other 
students joined in to a more nuanced, confusing conversation. 
 
At the end of each group interview, I asked the students how the YZ ceremony makes them feel 
as Jews. Many students did not understand my question and asked: do you mean as Zionists? Do 
you mean as Americans? In a parent class, I asked the same question and followed it with 
another: how can we inspire our students to feel a sense of responsibility for Israel, to think 
creatively about acting for Israel and the Jewish people?  Aside from making Aliyah or going to 
Aipac conferences or sending money, our students are eager to hear from us what concrete 
actions they could take and what kind of headspace they should be in to see themselves as proud, 
Zionist, responsible members of the Jewish people, most broadly defined. 
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Conclusions: The Real Danger of Reinscribing the Old Paradigm and Recommendations 
 
At the beginning of the paper, I argued that the YZ ceremony communicates a story to our 
students about Israel; its history, its meaning, and its place in their lives. Our job as educators is 
to think carefully about the contours of the story we are telling, as well as to carefully consider 
the mechanisms by which we tell the story. Are they appropriate for our students? Do they 
contribute positively to the affective experiences we are trying to cultivate?  Commemorating 
YZ in our (diasporic) school community ought to be seen as the deliberate choice that it is, and 
we should therefore have a clear understanding of why we commemorate, how we 
commemorate, and whether our program accurately reflects the messages we want to send our 
students. 
 
To assess for goals, the following set of questions may be a catalyst for necessary reflection:  
 

What are our goals in the YZ ceremony? 
● To teach kids about specific people who have died? 
● To access the extent of suffering that Israelis face as a result of wars and terrorism? 
● To feel sadness about what has been lost? 
● To feel pride that we are able to defend ourselves? 
● To connect with the overarching narrative of the Jewish people? 
● To grow more aware of the sacrifices that their Israeli peers make? 
● To strengthen the relationship between our students and Israel? If so, is there an action 

component to this? 
● To help shape their sense of themselves as Jews living in the 21st century?  

 
Choosing educational goals, and separating between emotional (e.g., feeling sadness or pride) 
and cognitive (e.g, growing aware of sacrifices made or learning about discrete people who have 
died) will go a long way towards creating an appropriate ceremony with a clear sense of purpose. 
At the same time, we will need to figure out systems for assessing our successes and failures, 
despite the fact that many of our students’ commitments towards Israel may have a long 
gestation period.  
 
Second, when we craft our ceremonies, we ought to be mindful about choosing elements that 
will inspire and embolden our students’ commitments to Israel rather than reinforce an outsider 
status. For example, if we are borrowing elements from the Israeli YZ ceremony and showcasing 
speakers who have lived, currently live or plan to live in Israel, can we check for the inadvertent 
message to our students that, living in the diaspora, their connection to Israel is inferior, or in 
need of guidance from real, authentic Zionists?  
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The hidden danger we face in maintaining the status quo of the YZ ceremony is that our students 
may see themselves as fundamentally outside of the narrative of Israel. We also face the real 
possibility that if they feel emotionally “connected” to Israel on YZ while feeling inferior, their 
relationship to Israel will be forged and cemented through guilt or artifice. Staying away from 
guilt is not the point; it is quite natural that Jews living in the diaspora will feel a healthy dose of 
guilt on YZ, especially young Jews who are the same age as many fallen soldiers. But if we 
allow guilt to be the overriding emotion of the day, and we do not think carefully about how guilt 
can impact the overall relationship, then we are setting up our students for an impoverished 
relationship with Israel. However, if we could use the YZ ceremony as an opportunity to inspire 
them towards a greater sense of responsibility for Israel and for the Jewish people, and we can 
help them identify a variety of ways to inhabit that type of responsibility, then we can set them 
up for a lifetime of creative, vital service for Israel and for the Jewish people.  
 
 
 
 


