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Every Sunday at 11:00 am we 
have our weekly OU Israel 
staff meeting. One of the 
purposes of the meeting is 
for the staff of our numerous 

programs to update each other on what 
is happening with their programs and to 
brainstorm and seek advice from each 
other. This meeting sets the tone for the 
week and provides us with an understand-
ing of the “Shetach” - what’s happening on 
the ground. OU Israel works in 27 munic-
ipalities, and since it’s not feasible for all 
of our staff to visit each city, hearing from 
each other is important. 

However, hearing from each other is not 
always enough - it is also important to find 
the time for us to go out to the “Shetach” 
(field) and hear from community mem-
bers and leaders. That is what we did this 
week. After all of the rioting and challenges 
that the community in Lod has had and 
continues to face since the violence in the 
city began on Yom Yerushalayim, we were 
invited by Deputy Mayor Yossi Harush and 
members of the community to visit Lod - to 
see firsthand the damage, both physical and 
psychological, that they are grappling with. 
Knowing we have a reputation for helping 
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youth during tough times, they reached out 
to us to try and help the community. 

Rather than taking a few staff members, 
I decided that this week’s staff meeting 
would be a visit to Lod. It was important to 
give our staff a real feel for the challenges 
of Lod and provide chizuk from our staff 
spending the morning with them. Having 
relatives and close friends living in Lod, I 
have been there many times. While it is a 
mixed Jewish-Muslim community, this was 
the first time that the Jewish community 
living there experienced rioting led by their 
neighbors. The experience was absolutely 
shocking. 

We sat in the burnt Mechina building with 
Rav Barak Okvi, the Head of the Mechina. 
We saw burnt pages of Gemara, heard 
about staff running into the building in the 
middle of the rioting and fire, putting their 
lives in danger to save the Sifrei Torah, and 
we saw the renovation already in progress. 
We walked three minutes away and saw 
one of the shuls which was burned and 
listened to the story of the shul members 
coming the following day and not leaving 
until it was restored. A one minute walk 
from there, we went into a home which 
was burnt to a crisp. We saw the hole (sub-
sequently filled with cement) which the 
family’s Arab neighbors made in the wall, 
through which they entered and eviscer-
ated their possessions and their feeling of 
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safety. The apartment was covered in ashes 
and water. It was heart wrenching to walk 
into the bedroom and see that the only 
remains were coils from the mattress, see 
their family pictures broken and trampled 
on the floor, and the children’s snacks visi-
ble through the broken glass cabinet. It was 
a miracle the family was not home when 
this happened. 

Afterwards, we met with the directors of 
the high school youth program in the Ramat 
Eshkol neighborhood of Lod. As a frame of 
reference, the city of Lod has a population 
of 77,000 residents. The overall breakdown 
of the city is 70% Jewish and 30% Arab. The 
breakdown in the Ramat Eshkol area is the 
opposite - 30% Jewish and 70% Arab. Until 
a few weeks ago, there was a sense of com-
munity. Now the youth do not feel safe to 
walk the 30 meters between the youth club 
and their homes without an armed escort. 

Efrat Noy, Director of the Gaarin Torani in 
Lod, told us that 300 cars of Jewish fami-
lies were burned by their neighbors. So 
many young, idealistic families moved to 
Lod to set an example of living peacefully 
in a mixed city, showing support for the 
impoverished Jewish families who could 
not afford to move out when most of the 
Jewish families left and many of the Arab 
families moved in, and to make a Kiddush 
Hashem. In the past, they made a point to 
say “good morning” and “good evening” to 
their Arab neighbors and to support their 
local businesses, and now they are grap-
pling with how they will live next door to 
them. “How do you smile and say hello to 
your across the hall neighbor who you saw 
burning your friend’s car?” Such a difficult 

question that many young families are now 
grappling with. 

After our tour of the neighborhood, we 
met with Deputy Mayor Yossi Harush. He 
thanked us for coming to see their situa-
tion first-hand and asked us to open two 
OU Israel Youth Centers in Lod. He told us 
that so many of the city’s youth - who were 
already struggling with challenges of living 
below the poverty line and many growing 
up in broken homes - are now at a complete 
loss. Afraid to leave their homes, afraid of 
their neighbors, traumatized by the smell 
of smoke which destroyed the homes and 
property of their families and their friends. 

This week’s parsha, parshat Shelach, 
teaches us the message of focusing on 
the good of Eretz Yisrael, and this is the 
message I’d like to end with. Despite the 
destruction and tremendous hardships 
that we saw in Lod, everyone we met with 
shared messages of hope and redemption. 
At the end of the day, they want to live in 
peace with their neighbors, they want to 
instill their children and the neighborhood 
youth with positive messages of Yishuv 
Eretz Yisrael (settling the Land of Israel), 
and they have and continue to rebuild after 
the destruction from the rioting. I have no 
doubt that these messages will prevail. I 
am so blessed that the leadership of Lod 
provided me with the opportunity to bring 
my staff to their city and experience their 
strength and chizuk firsthand. 
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