The three central secular holidays of the modern Israeli nation state are the Holocaust Commemoration Day 21 April Day of Remembrance for Fallen Soldiers 27 April and  Independence Day 28 April .,  They fall in close proximity to each other, constituting an emotionally intense and often draining experience. 

After the festivity of Pesach, Israeli society undergoes a transformation, a drastic change of mood. It prepares for the two saddest days in the modern calendar, Yom HaShoah and Yom HaZikaron. And then, just as sharply, comes the euphoria of modern Israel’s greatest celebration, Yom HaAtzma’ut.

Yom HaShoah, the Memorial Day for the Holocaust and Heroism is the 27th of Nissan. Yom HaZikaton, the Memorial Day for the Fallen of Israel’s Wars, is one week later, on the 4th of Iyar. Yom HaAtzmaut, Israel Independence Day, is the 5th of Iyar. The reasons for selecting these dates begin with Yom HaAtzmaut. This is the Hebrew date (the date on the secular calendar was May 14) when, in 1948, the Declaration of Independence was proclaimed and the State of Israel was established.

Yom HaZikaron is set as the 4th of Iyar, the day before Yom HaAtzma’ut, in order to demonstrate that the creation and protection of the State has always depended on those who have risked, and lost, their lives for it.

The 27th of Nisan, Yom HaShoah, is one week before the 4th of Iyar. The intention is to establish a distinct day to commemorate the Holocaust. The juxtaposition of this day with Yom HaZikaron and Yom HaAtzma’ut creates a contrast between the era of the Holocaust and the era of the State.

The close scheduling of these observances suggests a cause-and-effect connection between the Holocaust and the establishment of the State. This opens a forum for discussion, an analysis of this connection; a number of possibilities can be suggested:

1. the Holocaust is an eclipse of God, a removal of His involvement, while the State is the beginning of a new era of God’s reintroduction into history; 

2. the Holocaust is the result of exile, while the State is the rejection of exile; 

3. the establishment of the State was inevitable, but the Holocaust hastened the process. 

During Yom HaShoah, there are various memorial ceremonies throughout Israel. Awareness about the events of the Holocaust is very high, and students are invited to discuss their family histories, their opinions about the Holocaust and how to prevent it from being repeated. Places of entertainment are closed. Theaters, as well as the radio and television, are filled with programming about the Holocaust and show little else. At a set time during the morning, a siren sounds throughout the country for one minute, and everyone stops whatever they are doing to pay their respects for the victims of the Holocaust.

During the week following Holocaust Memorial Day, the focus of attention shifts from the past to the present, from the Diaspora to the land of Israel. The mood is still somber, but media programming concentrates on the creation and maintaining of the modern State of Israel, and those who died for it.

Then begins Yom HaZikaron, the Memorial Day for Israel’s Fallen. At dark, a siren sounds for one minute of silence, and the official ceremonies begin.
We were in Israel last year and it was surprising to have no entertainment on TV – can you imagine the reaction of people if that was suggested here for say 11 November or any other day.

 On the next day, after another siren that ushers in a minute of silence, the national ceremony is held at the military cemetery on Mount Herzl. Various programs are devoted to an appreciation of personal loss, national grief and mutual responsibility.

On the afternoon of Yom HaZikaron the country begins its transition to the national celebration of Yom HaAtzma’ut. This transition is not as difficult as it may appear in theory: the human spirit, and the society, is capable of making this emotional shift thoughtfully, meaningfully and with sensitivity.

There is precedent in Judaism for such a radical mood shift, from sadness on one day to joy on the next. Ta’anit (the fast of) Esther precedes the festival of Purim, which reenacts the dread of annihilation at the hands of Haman’s followers that preceded the relief and elation when the tragedy was averted. Similarly, in modern Israel, the celebration of independence reminds one of the instability and sacrifice that came before, and the continued sacrifices that preserve that independence.

Thus, the afternoon of Yom HaZikaron becomes a quiet time, as arenas, auditoriums and theaters prepare for the next day’s festivities.

The night of Yom HaAtzma’ut comes with much joy and celebration. At the national inauguration ceremony, 12 torches, representing the 12 tribes of Israel, are lit by chosen representatives of the society. Synagogues are lit up as on a festival, people are dressed in their holiday garments, and the prayers are full of song and thanks for the gift of independence after nearly 2000 years of crushing exile. Public arenas are filled with celebrants, enjoying concerts, fireworks and all kinds of entertainment.

On the next day, the prayers are once again festive, and include the recitation of the Hallel. This is the series of Psalms 113 through 118, which are read on all festivals that commemorate miracles which delivered the Jewish people from distress.

The presentation of Israel prizes for distinction in various areas takes place on this day, as does the International Bible Contest for Jewish Youth. There is a wide variety of sports, cultural and entertainment events. Israelis are encouraged to visit military exhibitions, public parks and nature preserves. Barbecues, called mangalim, a very popular Israeli form of celebration, are set up all over the country.

The date of this anniversary is indeed appropriate, in that it marks the day on which the essence of the miracle took place --- when we went forth from slavery to freedom through the proclamation of independence. . . .

This miracle brought in its train a second one --- that of deliverance from death through our struggle against the Arab nations and the rescue of Jewish communities in the Diaspora from their oppressors, giving rise to the third miracle --- that of the in-gathering of the exiles.

Thus, this period of national observance and celebration grapples with fundamental ideological and emotional issues. It raises questions of common identity, common history and common destiny.



