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משרד ראש הממשלה

אגף התקשורת


Translation

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s Address at the Opening Ceremony for the Begin Heritage Centre Building

June 16, 2004
 
Begin Family,
Those who cherish his memory,
Distinguished Guests,
 
I would like to begin with where we are right now.  As Minister of Infrastructure, I assisted in allocating the land on this mount, which is called Katef Heinom, for the construction of the Begin Heritage Centre.  I remember thinking then that there is a profound symbolism in the fact that everyone who would come to visit the Centre would be able to see Jerusalem from here in all its beauty and majesty.
 
Menachem Begin, with the modesty which characterized him, chose to be buried not near the nation’s great figures, rather he wanted to be buried near those he commanded – Meir Feinstein and Moshe Barzani – on the Mount of Olives, next to his wife Aliza, may her memory be blessed.  
 
Thus, Menachem Begin’s grave faces the centre for his commemoration, and in the middle, the Temple Mount – the most sacred place for the Jewish people.  This constitutes a clear statement in Menachem Begin’s spirit: Jerusalem – the city which was reunited, the eternal capital of the Jewish people and the land of Israel – cannot be divided, and is our liberated and united capital, and will remain so for generations.
 
The list of titles which can be applied to Menachem Begin is very long.  To his subordinates in the Irgun, whom he commanded in bold and imaginative operations, he was and remains the Commander.   To hundreds of thousands of members and followers of the Herut movement he was the leader who led them to rule for the first time.  To the Ethiopian immigrants, he was like Moses, leading them from slavery to freedom.
 
There are those who will remember him as the first Prime Minister of Israel who succeeded in breaking the cycle of Arab hatred by signing a peace treaty.  Others will remember him for the neighborhood rehabilitation project he headed.  To those who read his books and articles he was a superb intellectual.  To those who heard him speak he was an orator of the highest order.  To the Members of Knesset, he was an exemplary parliamentarian.
 
However, it is interesting that he himself did not wish to be remembered for all these things.  He wanted to be remembered, first and foremost, as the man who prevented civil war.
 
I was fortunate to serve as a Minister in Menachem Begin’s Government.  I saw him make decisive and fateful decisions.  His bold decision to bomb the nuclear reactor in Iraq was proof not only of his far-sighted vision in the field of security, but also of his staunch faith in the firmness of Israel’s position in the face of world condemnation of issues pertaining to its security.
 
With the same boldness, Menachem Begin strove for peace.  He was the first Prime Minister who not only spoke of Israel’s willingness to achieve peace, but he was also prepared to pay the painful cost of achieving it.  He brought about an historic breakthrough with the signing of the peace accord with Egypt.  The painful price – the evacuation of the settlements in Sinai – broke his heart.  However, he did not hesitate to carry it out.  “Until the day I die”, he said, “I will carry this pain in my heart.  However, it was my duty as Prime Minister”.
 
This command to remember his duty as Prime Minister – to remember the responsibility to the overall vision, beyond political and personal disagreements and beyond personal feelings – is one of the great lessons I learnt from Menachem Begin. As Prime Minister, I have acted in this spirit, to this day, and I intend to continue.
 
Ladies and Gentlemen,
 
Two great leaders arose in the national camp before the establishment of the State.  Zeev Jabotinsky and Menachem Begin.  In the centenary of Jabotinsky’s birth, for one time only, Menachem Begin eulogized at his grave.  His touching words, expressing the love of a student for his teacher, ended thus:
 
 “And we have another message for you, Head of Betar:
In difficult days, seeing you in your suffering, in your agony – hearing you appeal to the people who did not want to hear: save your souls, end the exile before the exile ends you.  In those days, on the verge of horror, you told us, your disciples, your children: a day will come when the Jewish people will call upon you to administer their matters, to take care of their future.  This day has come.  To them, to your disciples, the people in the homeland have repeatedly given their trust to bear the responsibility of ensuring their freedom, security, well-being, honor, welfare and future.  In the Land of Israel which is being established.  Blessed are the disciples, Head of Betar, who were fortunate to have had a teacher like you, who lives on in their hearts.  Blessed is the teacher, whose students have taken up his cause, believe in his vision, and realize his legacy”.
 
Today, as we dedicate this Centre and see the great investment made in it and the contribution it will make in the future, we definitely can say:  “Blessed are the teachers, whose students have taken up their cause, believe in their vision, and realize their legacies.  Blessed is the people, who had such leaders and cherish and commemorate their memory”.
 
Thank you.
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