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For more than two decades, culminating now in the third edition of Toward a Jewish Theology of Liberation, I have wrestled with the challenges to Jewish identity and ethics that confront us through the Holocaust, anti-Semitism, ecumenism and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  During this time, a Constantinian Judaism has emerged, Israeli expansionism has continued, progressive Jews have faltered, and an exilic community comprised of Jews of conscience has evolved.  Anti-Semitism has been on the rise.

This new century presents us with an opportunity to choose the future of Jewish life that is characterized by an honest reckoning and compassionate action worthy of the Jewish ethical tradition. The time, though, is late, and the road ahead rife with complexity and divisiveness. 

Is there a way forward? Will such a path precipitate a break with a Jewish tradition defined by mainstream Jewish institutions and the academic classifications of Holocaust and Judaic Studies?  Can we enter on a path that deepens Jewish particularity while also emphasizing Jewish universality?

The Ethical Challenge of a Permanent Occupation
I speak after the government of Ariel Sharon has fallen, his death - at least politically - is clear, and while a new campaign is in the offing.  With the outpouring of writing on Sharon’s career and legacy, it is clear that he leaves behind a legacy of almost Biblical proportions.  For some Sharon was a principled warrior; for others he was a war criminal.  Whatever one’s point of view there is no doubt Sharon’s disappearance from Israel’s political landscape is part of a larger and momentous transformation: the generation of the founders of the state of Israel is coming to an end. 

With that ending we are faced with a map that they transformed with such imagination and force its reconfiguration seems daunting, if not impossible.  In fact, that was Sharon’s mantra for another term as prime minister: to finalize the map of Israel so no future leader or event could redraw it.

Sharon’s vision is close to being realized. The Wall that is being built around Jerusalem and in the Palestinian territories, variously described with the adjectives “security,” “apartheid” and even “ghetto,” is nearing completion.  The Israeli settlers in annexed Jerusalem and the West Bank now number more than 400,000, and though these are usually described in the media and in political discussions as religiously inspired adherents to extreme fundamental doctrines, the settlers are, for the most part, secular and interested in convenient and comfortable communities, inexpensive homes and short commutes for business and pleasure.  It turns out that the “extremes” of Israeli society are mostly ordinary Israelis who seek what people everywhere seek and what many societies, including our own, have at one time or another achieved through displacement of indigenous people.

So too with Sharon.  His election and reelection as prime minister - his drive to win once again in the coming months - should prove to those who write the narrative of Israel that, contrary to their assertions, Sharon occupied the center of Israeli politics for decades.  As reported in the New York Times, at Sharon’s last cabinet meeting before the collapse of his government, he turned to Shimon Peres and said that their lifes’ legacy, the establishment of Israel’s final borders, awaits them.  

Peres, as one of Labor’s leading lights, was previously thought to be Sharon’s arch enemy in politics.  Like the confusion about the settlers, separating the presumed “real” Israel of compromise and compassion from the zealotry of the fundamentalist settlers, the shared bond between Sharon and Peres was denied, and when evidenced in Peres’ service in Sharon’s governments, downplayed.  This continued despite the formation of the new party Kadima that may have joined Sharon and Peres once again.

Yet, like the settlers, the relationship between Sharon and Peres has been more complex and instructive.  The narrative carried by liberal Jews in America - by Elie Wiesel for example, but also by Arthur Hertzberg, Michael Walzer, Emil Fackenheim and Rabbi Irving Greenberg, indeed by liberal Jewish academics and their Christian friends - has also been fundamentally flawed.  As documented by Israeli architects Rafi Segal and Eyal Weizman in their book on the politics of Israel architecture, the settlements are part of a bureaucratic, state-sponsored, technologically sophisticated plan to permanently expand Israel and thus create a sustainable civilian occupation of Palestinian territories.  To do this, almost all of Israel’s institutions - economic, professional and governmental - have been involved.  So, too, Israel’s political class on both sides of the aisle, including the heroes of Peace Now.

What comes across in A Civilian Occupation is that the settlement movement is not defined by polemical screed or messianic proclamation - this work thus being more painful for the absence of both.  Rather, the difficulty in reading about the collusion of those who desire expansion and opportunity, the governmental and civilian professions that provide the expertise, and the narrators who cover over this expansion with the rhetoric of innocence and security, is the very predictability of process, and how somehow this was missed by many of us or dismissed as misguided self-hatred or anti-Semitic discourse.

I encountered these accusations often when Toward a Jewish Theology of Liberation was first published in 1987.  As the book was going to press, I recall Michael Walzer, last year’s key-note lecturer for the Society of Jewish Ethics, made these accusations in response to a lecture I delivered at the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem.  From that moment on, especially during the Palestinian Uprising of 1987-1993, reviewers and respondents likewise often made these accusations.

It has been many years since that first edition; the situation has only worsened.  In the wake of the publication of the third edition of my book in 2004, the rhetoric of denial has only increased with the Anti-Defamation League and other mainstream Jewish groups joining the chorus.

I have learned much about the reality of Israel in relation to Jewish history and Israel’s own during these almost two decades.  The New Israeli historians have emerged during this time; their works are hard to read for a Jew raised in the Jewish ethical tradition.  Meron Benvenisti, the Jewish Israeli commentator and former Deputy Mayor of Jerusalem, has described the creation of Israel and the expulsion of the Palestinians in 1948 as ethnic cleansing.  That term was unknown to me when I first wrote on a Jewish theology of liberation.  For it to be applied to Jewish behavior was, at least for me, unthinkable.

Yet should we name it in any other way?  Would such naming be controversial to any of us, if it described any other history than the one we identify with?  Would we, as Jewish ethicists, create circular arguments that mitigate or deny that reality in any situation other than Israel?  Would I, or any other Jew, be accused of self-hate by labeling the encounter of Native Americans and Europeans as one of conquest and ethnic cleansing?  Would the accusation be leveled if I spoke of South African society in the 1980s as defined by apartheid?  

Our Christian friends are on notice as well.  The ecumenical dialogue has been characterized by confession and transformation on their side, and rightly so.  Many have recognized that anti-Semitism is not, at least historically, aberrational in Christian history.  Many have committed their lives to ridding Christian creeds, ritual and teachings of their anti-Semitic formulations.  The Holocaust, as a culmination of that history, is rightly seen by Jews and Christians as a watershed event in the history of Jewish-Christian relations.

The outright hostility, twisted logic, missed warning signals and general apathy that plagued Christian understandings of Jews and Judaism have been analyzed in detail, prompting a series of confessions from virtually all mainstream Christian denominations.  Why then should these Christians be on permanent guard when speaking about Israel and the Palestinians? Why should they be on the defensive when criticizing the policies of Israel? Why the constant admonition against critical thought directed toward contemporary Judaism, its institutions, and the limitations they place on Christian and Jewish dissenters?  Are they afraid of being labeled anti-Semitic, the concomitant label to self-hating Jew?

The Struggle to Define Jewish Identity

The various editions of Toward a Jewish Theology of Liberation and my other writings are not about the politics of Israel, or even primarily about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  I write as a Jew and ask the questions that come from our tradition of ethical thought and action in light of the Holocaust and our subsequent empowerment in America and Israel. 

What are we to think and do now?  A Jewish theology of liberation, then and now, is about fidelity.  What does it mean to be faithful as a Jew in the late 20th century and now in the 21st?  There are some who feel that this point - the question of Israel and Palestine - is belabored.  There are other issues facing Jews in the 21st century.  This is no doubt correct, but in every generation there is a key issue, a formative event, that unlocks a variety of other issues, all important in their own right, but almost meaningless if the central issue remains unaddressed.

An example of this is Jewish feminism.  In the various editions of Toward a Jewish Theology of Liberation I address feminism through the voice of Jewish women; since the first edition these voices have multiplied.  Without making any claims about the importance of my writing on the issue of feminism, it is clear to me that feminism, again important in its own right, will not find its central place in subverting patriarchal dominance if the major thrust of the community argues for or is silent in the face of the conquest and subjugation of another people.  Feminism may take its rightful place in the Constantinian Judaism of our time, but one can hardly see that as liberating.
  

Holocaust and Jewish Studies have constituted a major movement within colleges and universities in the United States and beyond over the last decades.  One need only contrast the ability to study Judaism and Jewish life now with the possibilities during my youth in the 1950s to recognize a sea-change in American Jewish life.  The ability for students, Jewish and non-Jewish alike, to come into contact with Jewish thought, religiosity and culture in their formative years promotes a positive appreciation of Judaism and Jews.  It provides a forum for Jews to develop Jewish identity in its own sphere; for Christians it provides a way to think through their own identity with Jewish content, both ancient and contemporary.  

Muslim students can also avail themselves of an opportunity to enlarge their sensibilities with regard to Jews and Judaism.  In the best of all worlds, a mutual exploration and interaction of Jewish, Christian and Muslim students and faculty takes place.  In this way a path beyond separation and division is prepared, and one day it may radiate outward to the communities themselves, both here in America and abroad.

Yet, this opportunity, unavailable in my childhood, is too often squandered.  The reasons are many and complex, but surely one is the mobilization of passions on campus to control or thwart discussion on issues related to the Middle East.  Though each community constantly needs to reassess the projection of its identity on campus, the Jewish community is faced with particular challenges.  Over the last decades, Hillel has become a prime mover on campuses across the country to “defend” Jewish identity against the critique found outside and within the Jewish community regarding Israel and the Palestinians.  In my mind, they have missed the mark by adopting a defensive and often aggressive posture which diminishes critical thought and the ability of thoughtful Jews to apply ethics in the formative years of their developing Jewish identity.

Especially in the wake of the first Palestinian intifada, I visited campuses around the country and found many committed and sensitive Jews working with Palestinian students to sponsor joint discussions of Israel/Palestine, often laboring on campus newspaper editorial boards or simply talking with one another about a future beyond the present impasse.  I admired these Jewish and Palestinian students; both were taking risks within their respective communities.

On too many of these campuses, though, young Jews were without support from Jewish faculty.  Some of the Jewish faculty acknowledged to students similar concerns and desires for dialogue, but were silent out of fear of repercussions within the Jewish community.  They, too, feared being assaulted by Hillel or other Jewish institutional representatives as being self-hating Jews.  Often, the Hillel rabbis contacted the families of these students and their family rabbis as well.  Idealism of the college-age is one thing; they questioned this evolving association of Jews and Palestinians.  Would this lead young Jews to identify with those who threatened the Jewish state?  The romanticism of youth could lead these Jews astray, thus causing further attrition and assimilation.

I experienced a variety of assaults on my own character during these years, as I still do, from the very same rabbis.  But the question I continue to ask is whether this assault nurtures a positive Jewish identification?  Do the Jews who work with Palestinians seek a way out of their Jewishness or are they attempting to express it in a mature and relevant way?  There are other needs related to the development of Jewish identity, but again does Hillel and the defensiveness and/or silence of the Jewish faculty, promote these discussions by assaulting critical thought on the question of Israel/Palestine?

My own sense is that these Jewish students express the intuitive center of Jewish identity by practicing an ethics that crosses boundaries and seeks justice and reconciliation.  They want a Jewish identity that does not have the experience of violence at the center, either against Jews or by Jews against others.  

This also, again in an intuitive way, seems to hold out a desire to heal the trauma of the Holocaust.  It is doubtful that Jews can be healed of that trauma by violating another people.  The simple assertion of Jewish innocence was and is not enough for these young Jews.  While not being experts on the Middle East, they know enough to understand that Jews and Palestinians deserve the possibility of ordinary life here and in Israel/Palestine.  

In my travels I find that young Jews do not see the Israeli/Palestinian conflict as unresolvable, peripheral, or even primarily political.  While their religiosity is not overt in its expression, their interior Jewish sensibility is highly developed.  To have that assaulted is a form of violence; they experience it in just this way.  They also recognize a fundamental hypocrisy in the teachings of their youth and the posturing of adults.  In general Jews are taught to respect and support those struggling for justice.  One of the lessons of the Holocaust is that Jews should never suffer again.  Another lesson is that others should not suffer either.

The charge against the application of this lesson to the Palestinians is this:  that their intuitive sensibility, combined with the Jewish education they receive, has morphed into a comparison between the Holocaust and Palestinian suffering or that solidarity with the Palestinian struggle is an example of misguided politics and self-hate. This charge is misguided and ethically wrong.  These students are drawing the right conclusions from Jewish history and the ethical tradition.  What they do not understand is that the Jewish community, at least in its institutional representation and authority figures, has chosen a different path - a Constantinian path where the politics of neo-conservatism win the day and where intuitive Jewish sensibilities have to be disciplined and transformed.

I explore this conceptually in my work on a Jewish theology of liberation and developed it further in the wake of the Palestinian uprising in Beyond Innocence and Redemption: Confronting the Holocaust and Israeli Power.  Holocaust theologians - my teacher Richard Rubenstein, but also the other major Holocaust theologians, Elie Wiesel, Emil Fackenheim and Rabbi Irving Greenberg - helped guide the Jewish mainstream toward a neo-conservatism that has the added quality of disguising that destination.  That is, the neo-conservatism of Wiesel, Fackenheim and Greenberg especially, is couched in the rhetoric of liberalism, so much so that even they do not realize the transformation they have undergone.
  

At a conference on the Holocaust in 1988, I pointed out to Rabbi Greenberg that his self- identity as a liberal was contradicted by his neo-conservative political positions. Since he did not recognize this dichotomy, he was quite angry with my assertion.  But what political label is applicable to a person who, in the 1980s, characterized the United Nations and the National and the World Councils of Churches as verging on anti-Semitism because they raised the issue of Palestinian rights?  What should we label someone who supports the Contras in Nicaragua and the placing of American missiles in Europe - in short American military interventionism - while at the same counseling Jews and Christians who are too critical of Israeli policies toward the Palestinians that they might be preparing the ground for another Holocaust?

Today, there are many Jewish leaders and academics who simply want to jettison the discussion of the Holocaust and Israel altogether.  There are too many accusing images attached to Israel.  Still, the dichotomy that emerged in full bloom in the 1980s has become almost standard.  At the same time most Jewish students and Jews in general who abjure this dichotomy are, in fact, being lost to the Jewish community.  

The alarming studies of assimilation are proffered almost endlessly. Yet the question remains.  Who has assimilated?  Is it the Jews who do not identify with the mainstream?  Or is it the Jewish mainstream itself?  Has Jewish identity become a path of assimilation to power and the state?  

Constantinian Judaism is assimilationist in its values and structures.  Is Constantinian Judaism the Judaism of our time?

The Call for a Jewish Politics
In 1941, Hannah Arendt, having just escaped her internment in France and then living in New York, wrote an essay calling for the creation of a Jewish army to participate in the struggle against Hitler and his Nazi regime.  Arendt believed - and this from her own experience as a German Jew - that Jews would not be defended by nation-states that had a Jewish minority within them.  Nor would Jews emerge from the war, if indeed Hitler was defeated, as a political entity with a deserved self-respect, if Jews did not organize themselves and fight alongside the Allied forces.  The force itself would be organized to defend Palestine as “part of the struggle for the freedom of the Jewish people.”  The Jewish army would march under the Jewish flag and be comprised of Jewish volunteers from around the world.

For Arendt the Jewish army would lay claim to Jews, ushering in a new and more positive self-understanding of themselves.  It would stand as the concrete expression of an evolving Jewish politics, combating anti-Semitism and promoting the well-being of Jews around the world.

By 1948, Arendt lamented that Jewish politics had devolved into a self-aggrandizing factionalism and, instead of a mature sense of the world, was characterized by sentimentality and an exaggerated sense of isolation.  The issue that precipitated her lament was Palestine and then the newly-founded state of Israel.  Arendt was a Zionist but in the mold of Martin Buber and Judah Magnes; a bi-nationalist homeland Zionism that de-emphasized statehood and sought engagement with the Arabs of Palestine and the Middle East in general.  

In her 1948 essay “To Save the Jewish Homeland: There is Still Time,” Arendt’s commentary about the abnegation of Jewish politics in the pursuit of statehood still resonates today: 

The moment has now come to get everything or nothing, victory or death; Arab and Jewish claims are irreconcilable and only a military decision can settle the issue; the Arabs - all Arabs - are our enemies and we accept the fact; only outmoded liberals believe in compromises, only philistines believe in justice, and only schlemiels prefer truth and negotiation to propaganda and machine guns; Jewish experience in the last decades - or over the last centuries, or over the last two thousand years - has finally awakened us and taught us to look out for ourselves; this alone is reality, everything else is stupid sentimentality; everyone is against us....; in the final analysis we can count on nobody except ourselves; in sum - we are ready to go down fighting, and we will consider anybody who stands in our way a traitor and anything done to hinder us as a stab in the back. 

Her predictions where such understandings would lead also resonate: 

The land that would come into being would be something quite other than the dream of world Jewry, Zionist and non-Zionist alike.  The victorious Jews would live surrounded by an entirely hostile Arab population, secluded inside ever-threatened borders, absorbed with hysterical self-defense to a degree that would submerge all other interests and activities.  The growth of Jewish culture would cease to be the concern of the whole people; social experiments would have to be discarded as impractical luxuries; political thought would center around military strategy; economic development would be determined exclusively by the needs of war.  All of this would be the fate of the nation that - no matter how many immigrants it could still absorb and how far it extended its boundaries (the whole of Palestine and TransJordan is the insane Revisionist demand) - would still remain a very small people greatly outnumbered by hostile neighbors.

So it is, to a large extent, the actual reality of Israel today.  The initial hope for what a Jewish homeland might be has largely evaporated; that hope is no longer articulated in the soaring rhetoric of Abba Eban or even by the most ardent contemporary supporters of Israel.  Aliyah is dormant and the reverse is prevalent: there is a continuing exile from Israel itself; the universities in the United Kingdom and America are experiencing an ingathering of Israeli academics, and the exit of Israelis from all walks of life will ultimately force a redefinition of the Jewish diaspora.

Yet Arendt’s predictions, already experienced in her lifetime, serve as a cautionary note.  By the 1960s, especially after the publication of Eichmann in Jerusalem, she was systematically vilified and, in practice, expelled from the Jewish community.  Her death in 1975 spared her future disquiet on the Israel front.  Like other Jewish luminaries, such as Abraham Joshua Heschel who died in 1972, Arendt was spared Israel’s bombing of Beirut, the massacres at Sabra and Shatilla, and the repression of the Palestinian Uprising in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  She was also spared the continuing expropriation of Palestinian land in Jerusalem and the West Bank, and with that the demolition of thousands of Palestinian homes and building of continual settlements that are, for all practical purposes, growing cities; the use of helicopter gunships and guided missiles to destroy Palestinian leadership and the practice, in the words of the Israeli sociologist Baruch Kimmerling, of “politicide” against the very possibility of Palestinian national aspirations.
  

Arendt foresaw the abandonment of the political that she argued for in the creation of the Jewish army.  Her call for a Jewish army was not a desire for a revival of the military tradition in Jewish life; it was the necessary step in a new politics that could defend, and then more importantly, reintegrate Jews as a force for good in the world.  Arendt hinted at the consequences of the Jewish abandonment of the political, a reality that is now obvious:  How can Palestinian Arabs and other Middle Eastern countries practice a politics of compromise and integration when so much of Israeli and Jewish discourse outside Israel does not?

The thought of Hannah Arendt here is important not to proffer a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or as a substitute for commentary on the political complexities of the decades since Arendt’s call for a Jewish politics.  Rather the point is the almost total absence of reflection today regarding the plight of Hannah Arendt within the Jewish world of her time and the silencing of her significant and critical contribution to Jewish history.  This deprives Jews and the Jewish community of the significant wisdom that is required to move forward, as it were to seize the moment, just as other desperately needed voices continue to be exiled from the Jewish world.

Examples of the loss of critical thought move well beyond Arendt, as does the role such recovery might play to deepen our discernment for an alternative future.  Consider the provocative statement on the future of Jewish-Christian relations, “A Jewish Statement on Christians and Christianity,” published as a public statement in the New York Times and other leading newspapers in September 2000.  Seen by its authors, in some ways correctly, as an acknowledgment of the revolutionary reconciliation of Jews and Christians since the Holocaust, it also lacks a critical sensibility because of ideas that the authors of the document either were unaware of, felt reticent to acknowledge, or deemed beyond the pale of authentic Jewish identity.
  

After acknowledging that Jews and Christians worship the same God and that Jews and Christians seek authority from the same Bible, what Jews call Tanakh and Christians call the Old Testament, they proffer another assertion - “Christians can respect the claim of the Jewish people upon the land of Israel.”  The short explanation follows: “The most important event for the Jewish people since the Holocaust has been the reestablishment of a Jewish state in the Promised Land.  As members of a biblically based religion, Christians appreciate that Israel was promised - and given - to Jews as the physical center of the covenant between them and God.  Many Christians support the State of Israel for reasons more profound than mere politics.  As Jews we applaud this support.  We also recognize that Jewish tradition mandates justice for all non-Jews who reside in the Jewish state.”

The statement on Israel is interesting and to the point, even as it is open to a variety of interpretations.  The book that accompanied this statement, Christianity in Jewish Terms, edited by such academic luminaries as David Novak, Peter Ochs and Michael Signer, contains major essays by Jewish thinkers and responses by Christian theologians.  Yet, in none of these sections is the state of Israel - Israel as a political entity - mentioned or explored.  Like the statement on Israel itself, nowhere are Palestinians, Arabs or even the contemporary Middle East alluded to.  In a book of more than four hundred pages, Islam is mentioned three times with two of the three references having to do with the Crusades and Medieval history.  

The absence of the discussion of Israel and the discourse around it severely weakens the claim of explaining and furthering the revolutionary change it asserts.  In fact, the opposite is the case:  the authors avoid critical thought about the changes in the Jewish community and tradition since the Holocaust and the empowerment of Jews in America and Israel.  In short, the statement and essays ignore the negative aspects that have also accompanied the Jewish assumption of power. The overall effect is complimenting Christians as Jews distance themselves from their own abuse of power.  

Paradoxically, it is exactly the application of critical thought to the Christian tradition and its abuse of power in relation to Jews that allowed the Christian community to reconsider their understanding of its relationship to Jews and Judaism.  Can we Jews avoid this same critical thought with regard to the Jewish community and the Palestinians while applauding others when their transformation benefits us?  

It is not as if we lack these thinkers, all of whom are absent from the statement and the book.  The avoidance of Israel, Palestinians, Arabs and Islam is complemented by the avoidance of any mention of such past Jewish thinkers, writers and activists like Arendt, Buber, Magnes, or Henrietta Szold.  They also neglect living Jewish analysts like Noam Chomsky, Meron Benvenisti, Jeff Halper, Baruch Kimmerling, Avi Shalim, Amira Hass, Sara Roy and the like.  The entire tradition of Jewish dissent on Israel and the Palestinians is absent.
 

Examples of the power of contemporary Jewish dissent and its ability to offer a critical analysis - combining discussions of morality and institutional collusion - are plentiful.  One recent example is that of the Israeli reporter for Ha’aretz,, Amira Hass.  In January 2006 Hass filed this report with the title, “It’s Not the Olive Trees.”
	There is something very human about these stumps of olive trees, hundreds upon hundreds of them, their amputated branches reaching skyward as if to ask for help. Last Friday, in Tawana in the southern Hebron hills, 120 trees; In Burin, south of Nablus, earlier this week, about 50 trees; another 100 or so in Burin on December 24; and 140 trees, again in Burin, on December 14.

The police have counted 733 trees that were uprooted in 2005. According to the (incomplete) list of 29 incidents of agricultural sabotage documented by the human rights groups Yesh Din and B'Tselem from March to December, a total of 2,616 trees were sabotaged: uprooted, stolen, burned, chopped, sawed. In Salem alone, 900 trees were uprooted four times. Even if those who counted the damaged trees exaggerated, both sides agree that it is Israelis who are damaging vineyards and plantations.

The accumulation over the past few months of images of trees destroyed "by unknown individuals" has been sufficiently shocking to lead the attorney general to attack the helplessness of the authorities, and for Minister Gideon Ezra to convene a special meeting during which it was decided to focus law enforcement activities "on the settlements that are recognized as problematic."

The shock, however, is selective. The Israel Defense Forces has uprooted thousands of olive and fruit trees, cultivated lands and greenhouses, and continues to do so - in order to secure the roads it uses and to increase visibility for soldiers; to build watchtowers, checkpoints and the separation fence; and in order to pave more and more roads and construct security fences around the settlements.

In the village of Qafeen alone, for example, 12,600 olive trees were uprooted for the separation fence. Thousands more trees - perhaps tens of thousands - and thousands more acres of the West Bank are trapped behind the walls and fences and buffer zones surrounding the settlements. In Qafeen alone, 100,000 trees are imprisoned behind the fence, and throughout most of the year their owners are prevented from reaching them. All they can do is gaze on the neglect from afar. The reason given is "security," of course, but for some reason security always ends up with the effective plundering of more Palestinian land for the benefit of the neighboring settlement, or in order to widen and blur the Green Line and the annexation of the land to Israel.

The people who are shocked ignore the fact that the plantations in Salem and Tawana are next to roads that are closed to Palestinian traffic, because they connect between settlements. It is the IDF that closes and blocks these roads, like hundreds of kilometers of excellent asphalt throughout the West Bank that are closed to Palestinian traffic.

The uprooting of 100 trees sabotages the ability of an entire family to support itself. Closing roads sabotages the economic vitality of the entire Palestinian people. The IDF will of course talk about the need to protect Israeli citizens. So why is anyone shocked when those same Israeli citizens continue to stretch the logic of Israel's control over the occupied territories?

According to that logic, Israel has the right to institute a double legal standard in the occupied territories: one for Jews, another for Palestinians. Unlimited rights for Jews in housing, freedom of movement, livelihood, infrastructure, and land and water use, versus an organized system of stripping the Palestinians of human and civil rights. According to that logic, Palestinians must make do with increasingly smaller "land cells" whose private ownership they can prove. The broader expanses, whose ownership is not registered with the Israel Lands Administration, automatically belongs to "Israel" and the settlers' councils.

The settlers do not set policy, they are its result. Everyone lives in peace and without prickings of conscience in the face of hundreds of impoverished communities th at have effectively turned into prisons, in order to permit the IDF to continue to protect the Israeli state enterprise: to control as much land as possible, to drive out as many Palestinians as possible. A minority of Israelis are not waiting for the IDF and the state to destroy; they destroy on their own. It is easy to be shocked by a minority and to forget the responsibility of the whole.



To make this dissent invisible is to bury the key that might unlock a Jewish future oriented by justice and compassion.  This tradition of dissent speaks of another possibility in Israel/Palestine, of a homeland that carries the prayers and dreams of thousands of years of Jewish history.  There may be no going back to the pre-state era, a time when the president of Hebrew University and the founder of Hadassah - as well as one of the preeminent Jewish scholars and philosopher of the 20th century - spoke forcibly for an integrated life for both peoples in Palestine.  Still, these voices can serve as a critical point of leverage for the question of how to begin to transform life within the expanded state of Israel that includes a population of Jews and Palestinians that is almost equal in numbers while living in almost two completely different worlds.

These historic figures, along with contemporary dissenting Jews, offer an intelligent conscience that confronts Jews in the 21st century with the essential questions:  Where are Jews headed as a people?  For the required change of direction, what resources do Jews need - cultural, political, religious and ethical - and which ones, free of ties to the state and power, are available?  How do Jews harness these resources and can they be applied across the board so that Jews are in active conversation with the ethical tradition we have inherited?

To seize the moment we need to demand that the Constantinian Judaism that informs and supports much of contemporary Jewish life change.  This includes the Anti-Defamation League on the one hand, and AIPAC on the other.  The beautiful and expensive Hillels that dot the collegiate map in America must be called to task.  Jewish institutions, which often operate as a defensive guard for Jewishness in the larger culture, must begin to understand that respect for ourselves and an earned respect from others can no longer be sustained by trying to bury Israeli policies through commemoration of the Holocaust, or now by trying to transcend the Holocaust and Israel altogether.  Here the Textual Reasoning movement in Jewish Studies should be confronted for its refusal to work through the difficult issues of Holocaust and Israel by virtually ignoring them - as if our canonical texts can be read and interpreted today without reference to the ongoing history of our people.
Speaking of Israel in a critical way risks censure by the very community that endows chairs in Holocaust and Jewish Studies.  It courts disaster for one’s career.  This is true for rabbis who consider dissenting as well.  But how can we speak with integrity on any of a myriad of issues - from feminism to medical ethics and beyond - if we, out of fear, remain silent in the one area of the world for which we are directly and inextricably responsible?  If we fail this benchmark test, can we expect that others will listen to us on other issues or that we will even listen to ourselves, much less our students and our own children?

The argument that emerges from having family and friends in Israel or Israel as an extended part of the Jewish family is a refuge that, if ever applied before, can no longer be used today.  Israel operates as a nation-state within and sometimes outside the international system.  Its military is sophisticated and often used under varying circumstances.  And though we wish everyone everywhere well, especially for those feeling trapped in situations that may bring suffering or death, the time of special pleading for Israel is over.  Too often abused, special pleading now threatens to overwhelm the very ethical tradition that Jews thought would make Israel different from other nations.

This failure is instructive in the difficult ethical challenges before us.  More or less, the Jewish state of Israel is no better and no worse than other nation-states.  Its establishment, more or less, came about as have many others, built on the displacement of other peoples.  Insofar as this is permanent, we as Jews will have difficulty arguing difference, so crucial to historic Jewish identity.  Has Jewishness ever been argued without difference?
Our founding as a people, our long sojourn through history, our recent suffering in the Holocaust, are all in danger of being reduced to the nations around us.  Perhaps this is the reality that simply needs to be acknowledged.  Yet again, is sameness a way that Jewish identity can ultimately be argued and embraced?  

After Sharon 




The Challenge of Liberation within Empowerment
In this imminent time, after Sharon, what does it mean to seize the moment?  What are the broad outlines of a Jewish liberation theology for the 21st century?  What does it mean to be faithful as a Jew now and in the years ahead? 

The map we operate from shows that Israel is a secure and stable Jewish state.  The conquest of Palestine is complete.  Israel’s extension into East Jerusalem and the West Bank has been accomplished.  The military occupation is also a civilian one.  Whatever one thinks of a Jewish state and the arguments over its emergence and necessity, whatever one thinks of its emergency years and expansion once its security was achieved, the Palestinian people have been done a great wrong.  To see the recent withdrawal from Gaza as an attempt to redress this injustice is naive.  It is, in fact, the opposite: cutting the losses of a failed settler movement in Gaza and realizing the pressure of the long term “demographic” issue, Sharon decided to consolidate his hold on Jerusalem and the West Bank.   The Wall attests to this consolidation as it becomes the permanent border of an expanded Israel.  After Sharon, shall we continue on this path?

Passing over the wrong done to the Palestinians through commentary on Arab opposition to a newly-formed Israel, dwelling obsessively on the posturing, corruption and errors of Palestinian leadership, or burying the formation of Israel and displacement of Palestinians as only a historical footnote, is an attempt to dodge the ethical issues that Jews face in relation to this historic and ongoing injustice.  

There is no question with regard to Arab opposition to the formation of the state of Israel or the failure of Palestinian leadership on a number of fronts and occasions.  This most recent uprising which features suicide bombings within Israel is especially problematic on moral and strategic grounds.  But since the situation is largely determined, at least on the Jewish side, by a state that claims its raison d’etre to be Jewish history and whose fate is in the hands of Jews, the ethical issues cannot be more clear.  

What is our responsibility for the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and what needs to be done at this moment?  The ethical is always involved with the political, and both have been mobilized for decades in Jewish institutional, religious and academic life.  There is no way to assert an ethical basis in contemporary Jewish life without a rigorous examination of the effects of state-building and occupation.

Holocaust theologians correctly assert that the formative events of contemporary Jewish life revolve around the Holocaust and Israel.  They remain the center of Jewish identity in our time.  Rabbi Irving Greenberg especially emphasized the religious nature of remembrance and empowerment; Emil Fackenheim pronounced this as religious in his widely accepted 614th commandment.  

With most contemporary Jewish ethical issues, overt religious articulation and the argument from tradition have been add-ons: for example, decisions supporting women’s rights, including a women’s right to choose and full participation in religious ritual and authority, the inclusion of gay and lesbian Jews as fully empowered in Jewish life, or the support for government policies that protect and promote the most vulnerable.  Though these are often worked on by Rabbinic commissions within the denominational framework and researchers in Jewish Studies, the complexity and pressure involved is experienced mostly in finding a precedent and the acceptable influence of cultural change to expand inclusion within the Jewish framework.  

The struggle around the Holocaust and Israel is of another dimension.  It is more difficult and visceral, contains more uncertainty and danger, is more risky and monitored, and thus has implications for the entire journey of the people Israel.  It moves to the heart of the self-definition of our people like no other issue.  

Paradoxically, or perhaps intentionally, it is also here that the jury is still out and where our ethical resources are the weakest.  On these other issues - equality, inclusion and protection of the weak and the vulnerable - history and time is on our side.  On the question of Israel/Palestine, it is the reverse: the politics and power for a secure Israel is assured; Jews of conscience are losing, and in a short span of time, if it has not occurred already, the moral and ethical debate within and outside of the Jewish community will be settled in the negative.

When we strip it all away - the academic jargon, the institutional assertions, the emotional recounting and memorialization of the Holocaust, even the anti-Semitism that often shadows our journey  - there is no way to articulate Jewishness without a constant vigilance regarding justice, compassion, forgiveness and reconciliation.  The thrust of the Torah, even when its natural expansion to include the prophets is for the moment bracketed, exhibits this vigilance.  

Failures are many, complexities surface constantly.  Justice for Israel is not always justice for the other nations.  Even within Israel, the question of justice is debated, injustice experienced, fulfillment delayed or even denied.  Whether God is just, exactly what that might mean, is debatable - it is in constant doubt.  From Abraham to Moses and on, God’s justice is argued.  

Still, we find in the Torah, again even before the Prophetic writings, that justice is at the heart of the covenant.  How else can there be arguments with God?  It could be that the issues of equality and inclusion - the expansion of the very ground of the covenant - is at the center of the debates about covenantal life in contemporary Jewish life, but that Palestinians are somehow left out.  Yet it is difficult to see how a Jewish ethicist, in good conscience, can argue today that those on the other side of Jewish power have no place in that expansion of the covenant.  Thus, with Fackenheim, perhaps we need another new commandment, the 615th: “The authentic Jew of today, in order to be faithful to the Jewish ethical tradition and covenantal obligation, shall affirm the dignity, destiny and political sovereignty of the Palestinian people.”

Fackenheim’s commandment - “The authentic Jew of today is forbidden to hand Hitler yet another, posthumous victory” - raises Jewish survival to a religious imperative.  It is correct but only when informed by the constant search, even among the ruins and amid many contradictions and controversies for justice, compassion and reconciliation.  Without the 615th commandment, Fackenheim’s strength becomes a license, a hypocrisy that undermines the very real advances Jews have made since the Holocaust.

Seizing the moment is to pair these new commandments as a shock to our identity, secular and religious, and force a reevaluation of the accepted parameters of thinkable thought on a variety of issues. If Israel’s policies vis-à-vis the Palestinians are fundamentally flawed, if indeed Israel’s end-game with the Palestinians is a truncated, walled-in and tenuously connected Palestinian entity, and if those criticisms by international agencies and other nations are not off base - if they indeed are political criticisms that we need to pay attention to - then our presumption of anti-Semitism must be examined.  Rather than simply judging the criticism without reflection, or only within the context of historical memories, we might hear other aspects of the message being conveyed.  

History undeniably informs the present, so tone and symbolism are important.  Within the political message, anti-Semitic aspects may indeed lurk - the most recent comments by the president of Iran about the Holocaust and the state of Israel are an important case in point.  Still, even as we reject these ridiculous and hateful comments, to turn away from the issues at hand is to refuse our own need for critical thought and bury our own deeply intuitive sensibilities.
By increasing our rhetoric, we also forfeit the possibility of cutting through similar rhetoric we find so offensive.  With reference to anti-Semitism, the essential difference between then and now is that we do have a concrete expression of power, an expression of power that can be used and abused, one that can and should be judged politically and from different angles.  All criticism of Israel and Jewish life might be an expression of anti-Semitism; more likely, because of history, often an amalgam of politics and prejudice are at work.  Shall we deny the truth of all that is said when the kernel of truth may lead to a mature discussion of politics and anti-Semitism? 

If we do not come to grips with the use of Jewish power for good and ill and develop an ethical compass that allows honesty and debate, our future will be worked out within a Constantinian power structure and an intellectual life led by apologists.  We make fun of Christian apologists.  Are we so different from them today?

Political moderation - the promotion of a two-state solution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict - can be invoked as the way to begin the transformation of the cycle of violence and atrocity that has infected the Middle East for decades.  Yet the facts on the ground have reduced this moderation to a slogan that is unlikely to be fulfilled.  Too often, it becomes a shield to eliminate discussion.  What is being vigorously debated now is the fact of one entity - the state of Israel - controlling the area of Israel/Palestine with millions of Palestinians within that control.  The one-state solution is upon us through the permanent occupation of land and growth of settlements, so the challenge can no longer be hidden behind the banner of two-states - at least, if we are going to seize the moment with an honest daring.  In this sense Sharon’s vision has triumphed.  But for those Jews who live after Sharon, is this the future we want to bequeath to our children?

So now, instead of washing our hands behind Palestinian intransigence and international anti-Semitism, we must think within our empowerment in Israel and America.  The defense of Israel and the discourse around it skew much of our understandings of international politics, examples being the Iraq war and the American war on terror.  The defense of Israel and the discourse around it often leads to an uncritical sense of American interventionism around the world, to make Jews wary of the growth of Islam in the United States and the increasing numbers of Muslims, organized and assertive, in student groups, on university campuses.  It also serves to deflect African- American speech when it approaches this issue.

The increasing isolation that some Jewish institutions feel, and Jews as individuals will increasingly feel, is real.  However, a siege mentality is unwarranted, counter-productive, and wasteful.  Admitting the complexity of Jewish power, invoking the 614th and 615th commandments simultaneously, with passion, honesty, and critical thought, could jump-start a process that right now is living off past endowments and respect.  It could help our Jewish youth develop and speak boldly of a Jewish identity that is deeply internalized, characterized by critical thought, and able to discuss with others in an increasingly diverse marketplace of identities.  The last decades have been the heyday of Jewish ascendancy in America, but the changing demographics of America and the world portend no such future for us.

But here, a caution against strategy.  It is this very strategy - a protection of Jewish interests in the public realm, a protection of our own status vis-à-vis the power brokers in our community, and a defensive discourse that evolves from history and serves self-promotion - that created this impasse.  Seizing the moment represents a true break in history, a revolutionary reclaiming of Jewish critical thought, and places most ecumenical statements as conservative documents that serve the status quo rather than challenge it.  Seizing the moment now breaks the ecumenical deal that allows Jews to criticize Christian history - with no Christian response to contemporary Jewish life - and affirms a joint partnership in the present that relegates the prophetic of both communities to the sideline.

After Sharon, why don’t we throw caution to the wind and use Jewish empowerment as a liberating tool for ourselves and others?  Why not look toward an interdependent struggle that moves the global community forward and sees identity as evolving, intermingling, without a known destination, an identity that is contested and sometimes informed by suffering?

Fackenheim’s 614th commandment does not foresee the possibility of suffering in the Jewish future, and surely suffering is not to be courted or staged.  Working its way internally and externally, Fackenheim’s challenge is to continue on, to challenge the complacency of a post-Holocaust Jewish community and the external world that perhaps sees victimhood with sympathy, but Jewish power as a challenge to its own hegemony. The 615th commandment is an internal challenge to the uncritical assertion of power to which Fackenheim’s commandment has led us and the judgment against those outside of the Jewish community who interact critically with Jewish and Israeli power.  

The 615th commandment indeed reintroduces the prophetic voice in a post-Holocaust/expanded Israel reality. Coming from outside, but also spoken by those inside, the Jewish prophetic voice informs us that our newly-found acceptance at the center of political, economic and cultural power in America and Israel must now be reevaluated. 
With this understanding, and with all our sophistication and acceptance, we return to the beginning, to the Torah and the prophets.  For it was here that our destiny was foretold and the haunting voices of prophetic liberation were spoken, first as Israel toiled as slaves, and then as Israel formed societies characterized by injustice and exploitation.  These voices must inform our deliberations and actions even now if our ethical tradition is to live and breathe.

To those who think the days of the prophets are historical, it is so.  But to those who think that those voices are only in history, they are guarding themselves, successfully, even if only for the moment, against an awakening that is admittedly painful and unsettling.  After Sharon, seizing the moment is that awakening, after the Holocaust and Israel, that portends a future that is deeply Jewish and, at the same time, deeply human.
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