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As president of the Rabbinical Assembly, I was privileged to be present on the White House Lawn at the peace 
treaty between Israel and the Palestinians in the fall of 1993. I met President Clinton, Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin and Chairman Yasser Arafat in a smaller discussion afterward.  This was my report to the congregation a 
few days later, on Rosh Hashanah. 

 “The Peace of Isaiah or the Peace of the Sukkah?” – On being present at White House signing Peace Treaty 
between Israel & Palestinians – September 1993 
Rabbi Gerald L. Zelizer 
Rosh Hashanah 5764/1993 

 I carried all of you on my shoulders at last Monday’s signing in Washington. It was a privilege to have 

been invited Monday to this singular day in all of our lives. In the words of a great American “Who would have 

thunk it?”  

 I was seated in the third row on the right approximately twenty yards from Yasser Arafat. In the 

afternoon I was invited to a smaller briefing of fifty American Jewish leaders, with fifty American Arab leaders, 

together with Secretary of State Mr. Christopher, Vice President Gore, and President Clinton. Later in the 

afternoon there was a reception at the Israel Embassy, at which Prime Minister Rabin spoke very differently 

than at the signing, expressing his concern and anxiety trying to indirectly deflect his critics on Israeli TV. Then 

there was a reception for leaders of the American Jewish and American Arab community. Yet another miracle 

besides the signing and handshake occurred on Monday. For the first time in my life, I saw members of the 

Jewish community showing up precisely two hours before an event; sitting orderly in the front rows and not the 

back rows! All this for Yasser Arafat! 

 Some signing trivia, that I don’t think has been reported in the media. I witnessed this happening close 

to me. Secretary of Defense Les Aspin telling Colin Powell Uncle Remus jokes as they were waiting for the 

signing. During the ceremony, Tipper Gore removing her camera and taking her own photographs. 

Representative James Foley closing his eyes, slumbering, but clapping on cue. Former President Bush, during 

the speeches of both Arafat and Rabin, looking forward and backward to see who was there and acknowledging 



!  2

their presence with a wave. Both President Bush and former President Carter beginning to nod their heads as the 

speeches progressed. 

 So what of the substance of this historic moment? Allow me to return to our religious sources to put my 

observations in context of this Holyday. 

 There are two visions of peace in the Hebrew Bible. The first, well known, is contained in the Prophet 

Isaiah. It is an idyllic description of a completely transformed reality: “The lion will lie down with the lamb; a 

child will place his hand over an adder’s nest and not be stung; the bear will eat straw, and a little child will 

leadeth home.” 

 Another alternate vision of peace, much less familiar, is contained almost as an afterthought at the very 

end of the Torah reading of this morning. (Genesis, Chapter 21). 

 There is an ongoing dispute over water wells between the Camp of Abraham, and the camp of an ancient 

Palestinian chieftan, Abimelech. Abraham seeks to solve this ongoing dispute through a compromise. The pact 

is so significant that a city in Israel, Beersheeva, is named after it. The pact is not the ideal pact of Isaiah, but is 

a practical arrangement which is forged because of Abraham’s strength and stature. Says the Torah “Vayihratu 

Shenehem Brit” “They forged a covenant of peace.” 

 At the White House signing last Monday, I thought not of the peace of Isaiah, but of this peace outlined 

in our Torah reading between Abraham and Abimelech. I remembered a New Year’s card that someone sent me. 

It said, “Peace is attained by piece.” So what of this practical, not idealistic peace, signed by Israel and the 

Palestinians? What of this peace, born not of Arafat’s love of Israel, but shakily and with trepidation? This is not 

the ideal peace of Isaiah, but the practical peace of Abraham and Abimelech. 

 This treaty of mutual recognition is analogous to holding your nose and jumping into the water instead 

of wading in from the shallow end. So what shall we think? 
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 Many ask: “Can we trust him?” Listen to these two quotes: “He even appears untrustworthy, sleezy.” 

“He will renege on the agreement, as his military strength increases.” The first quote was that of an Israeli 

columnist regarding Anwar Sadat in 1979! The second was taken from an Egyptian columnist regarding Prime 

Minister Begin in the same year! 

 As I sat at the signing, the whole list of “What ifs” filled my mind. I was encouraged, though, by the 

knowledge of past histories of equally long and bitter conflicts, where peace is now securely in effect once the 

tone had changed. 

 I was encouraged by Mr. Rabin’s statement at our reception Monday afternoon that: “We made this 

agreement out of moral and military strength. The PLO is not a military threat to Israel. I do not want to say that 

there are no risks. But, in my opinion there are much greater risks if we do not try peace.” 

 What can our own role be to assure its continuity? 

− I proposed to the President and to the Arab Jewish leaders the creation of an American-Arab-Jewish 

Coalition, which will define a specific agenda on this side of the ocean. Perhaps, such an effort can be 

initiated regionally here in Central New Jersey. 

− We should talk to our non-Jewish neighbors and colleagues at work about the courageous risk for peace 

which Israel and the Palestinians have taken. 

− We can emphasize that this is a pragmatic peace. But both Mr. Rabin and Mr. Arafat, representing their 

respective people, have been willing to “Jump and hold their noses.” Let’s all do the same!


