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Revisiting the Question - Israel


When I first traveled to Israel in 1973, I had the typical American Jewish understanding of Israel of that day: Israel as a small pioneering state, Israel as a response to Jewish suffering in Europe, Israel under pressure from hostile Arab nations.  With other American Jews I celebrated the victory of Israel in the 1967 war; I heard and laughed at crude jokes about Arabs and their deficient fighting skills.  I was prouder than ever to be a Jew.


But I was also uncomfortable with aspects of Israel and its relationships with Arabs, especially Palestinian Arabs.  In fact I first traveled to Israel on a dare from my Hebrew school teacher when, after the 1967 war and reading about a second Palestinian refugee crisis precipitated by the war, I asked him about these people called Palestinians.  He admonished me with a ferocity that seemed way out of proportion to the depth of my question.  Since I knew little about the situation, I was asking him, my elder, who had just returned from his first trip to Israel, for enlightenment.  


As it turned out, he knew little about the real situation of the Palestinians and therefore little about Israel.  Or he knew and wanted to cover it up so that I, his Hebrew school pupil, wouldn’t know.  After all, he felt that I might become a Jewish leader in the future.  The responsibility would then fall upon me to articulate the cause of Israel in America.  If I was very special I might even come to live in Israel, a true honor and the fulfillment of Jewish destiny.


This, of course, was many years ago, more than four decades.  Has the situation changed so much?  The ignorance of American Jews about the Palestinians and Israel is remarkable; the denial of realities on the ground continues as well as the use of threat and punishment for raising even the simplest of questions about the history and shared destiny of Jew and Palestinian in the land.


The situation has not changed here either or rather the changes, seemingly large and revolutionary, should instead be seen as evolutionary, an unfolding of trends and propensities that were already present decades ago.


Hindsight is 20/20, an apt caution against looking back and seeing from the vantage point of the future the smooth unfolding of the past.  Yet it is startling how the situation has evolved, with the continuing movement of the original Jewish settlements from the coast into the interior of Israel and the continual expansion of Israel as the interior keeps traveling eastward.  Population movements have followed the movement of geographic lines:  Jews moving in as Palestinians are moved out.  The segmentation and encirclement of the Palestinians has continued apace with land, settlement, barrier, wall defining the boundaries of where the new arrivals are, and the refugees once lived.


For years now I have been observing from afar what many of you have seen from within.  A daily reality for you, perhaps some of the dimensions and meaning of Israel’s expansion have gone unnoticed or been subsumed under the watchwords of security, defense and survival.  This is not a wholly false pretense, and when Israeli Jews use them they mean something quite different than their Jewish American counterparts - and again something exceedingly different when non-Jewish Americans utter those words.  


Outside of Israel I hear these words like a mantra that is momentary in its efficacy and patronizing in tone.  In a frightening way, this mantra is not about Jewish Israelis at all, individually or collectively.  It is about an ideological sensibility that buttresses American Jews and non-Jews in our identity; it is for us and without a price.  The price is for you to pay, and Israel has paid it.  So have the Palestinians.


I am not here to lecture you on the “solution” to the vexing question of Israel and the Palestinians.  There is no answer, a magic wand that will reverse or transport you beyond the history that has and is being made.  The expansion of Israel, the plight of the Palestinians within and outside of the state, the future of Jews in Israel, the Arab world in its diversity, Islam in its different cultures and politics - these are contested realities that will not reach resolution in our lifetime.  They have been and will continue to be negotiated here and in the international arena.  


While it is true that all realities are contested and therefore in constant negotiation, there are few areas of the world where there is so little stability, or even when stable, such a fragile stability; there are few areas of the world where the stakes are higher or the possibility of a vastly escalating causality count so near.


How in this setting can the ordinary patterns of life be established?  All humans need a sense of roots and continuity where the individual, family, economy, culture, politics, even the military, are not on constant alert; where the healing of historical wounds is not constantly interrupted or exacerbated, and where the suffering of another people is not constantly in play, for such suffering can never create an ordinary life for the victor.  


The opposite, in fact, is the case.  Only a demilitarized individual and society can tend to the ordinary that provides the basis for personal and communal flourishing.  When the victim can establish a new ordinary characterized by justice and peace, then the victor can also assume an ordinary life.  The victor and the victim are, in this way, mirror images of each other; they have lived with and through the other in war and displacement.  When they reverse the dynamic they will still live joined to the hip, now furthering life and healing rather than destroying the possibility of both.


Utopian, perhaps.  But the situation today of Jews and Palestinians, though on the surface vastly different, is surprisingly similar.  Israel is a democracy, a first-world high tech society, with a functioning bureaucracy, corporate elite and international savvy.  Palestine is a fledgling democracy, a Third-World low tech society, with a bureaucracy, corporate elite and international savvy that is limited but functioning.  At this moment, the standard of living is moving in almost totally opposite directions, and the future of Israel is bright compared to the ever dimming lights of Palestinians.


Yet in fact, despite the stated differences, Israeli and Palestinian societies cannot be completely separated; they exist geographically side by side and within each other.  Even the Wall cannot separate this proximity or isolate Jews from Palestinians.  In fact the First-World and Third- World realities are found internally among Jews and Palestinians.  


The commonality of the elites and the commonality of the dispossessed are as real, though not often articulated, as are the supposed essential differences between Jews and Palestinians.  As important, the governments of both societies often take the governed into surprisingly unsafe places.  The leaders of Palestine know about how many Palestinians will be killed with the policies they implement.  Doesn’t the Israeli government know about how many Jews will die in the expansion of Israel and the ghettoization of the Palestinians?


The danger of all these policies is real.  I see it from abroad.  You live it.


But your living it doesn’t take me out of the equation.  The fact that I am Jewish connects me, and as time goes on, and the expansion of Israel continues, the connection has reached a new and surprising level.  For years Israeli Jews, or a least many of them, lived as if they were the center of the future of Jewish life and destiny; diaspora Jews were weak, part of the past and destined to disappear and reappear in Israel.  Few in Israel felt that Jewish voices in America were worth hearing.  Truth be told, there was and remains a mutual resentment between Jews in Israel and Jews in America, even as both communities use each other for aid and status.  


Now the reality has changed significantly.  There are few who believe that Israel is the center of Jewish destiny; the future is more complex, with parts of American and Israeli Jewish society identifying with each other, a division of segments of each community and a solidarity among them, depending on their ideological, economic and political commitments.  This segmentation breaks down roughly along the three lines of contemporary Jewish life: Constantinian Jews, Progressive Jews and Jews of Conscience.  In some ways this breakdown within and among Jews in America and Israel is mirrored in Palestinian society as well.  Could these divisions within both societies also be places of solidarity between and among Jews and Palestinians?
Expanding the View:  Jews and Palestinians Together


Here we need to expand our view.  The struggle between Jews and Palestinians in Israel and Palestine is not limited to this geographic region.  There are now significant Jewish and Palestinian diasporas all over the world.  The Jewish diaspora includes many Israeli Jews - hundreds of thousands of them - who do not and will not ever again live in Israel.


So as it turns out, the expected ingathering of Jews is limited, mostly to those Jews historically in need of shelter, and unexpectedly a leave-taking of Israel by Jews is taking place and will continue.  Indeed, there may be a time, especially if the political, economic and cultural atmosphere of Israel continues to devolve into a societal defining militarism and settler mentality, that the only Jews left in Israel will be those who cannot get out to Europe or America.  Again a mirroring of the Palestinians; over the years those Palestinians who can leave for other parts of the world have and continue to do so.  In the coming decades those Jews and Palestinians left in the land will be those without a way out, surely a recipe for disaster.


The crossroads are here; the crisis imminent and ongoing.  Israel’s expansion is almost complete as is the Wall.  The ghettoization of the Palestinians continues apace but this also seals the Jews of Israel into a ghetto, an empowered and nuclear one to be sure, and one whose very existence is based on the continuing underdevelopment of segments of Jews and Palestinians within Israel and Palestinians in the expanded state of Israel, a state that controls the area from Tel Aviv to the Jordan River and from the borders of Lebanon to the Egyptian border of Gaza.


Can an underdeveloped population within and outside of Israel lead to development even among the Jews of Israel?  Underdevelopment demands strict and increasing fissures in society between the haves and have-nots, a lesson certainly not peculiar to Jews nor to Israel.


In fact, here is a more fundamental question that underlies the entire enterprise of Israel and its future, a question I have been working through for many years.  It forms the basis of my understanding of the theological and political foundations of Israel, its connection with Jewish history and its possible future.  It is foundational to my understanding of a Jewish theology of liberation.


If indeed Israel as a Jewish state is a response to Jewish history, Biblical and contemporary, including the Jewish bond with the land of its origins and the Holocaust, then its aspirations have to be political and ethical.  The return can be justified if it is attentive to the needs and values that Jews have, insofar as it is also attentive to the needs and values that Palestinians have.  Though never completely in harmony, a permanent disharmony between Jews and Palestinians will ultimately negate the initial response itself.  It will betray the foundation of building a Jewish state, as opposed to a state of its citizens regardless of religion or ethnicity.  


Placing Jewish before state cannot simply be a designation of ethnicity and religion without content.  Though the content may be contested, it is yet assumed.  That content is found in the Torah, including the promise of the land, but also justice, the treatment of the stranger, widow and orphan -- those on the margins of society.  


Behind the Torah is God, a God of liberation, a peculiar God who sides with and leads an enslaved and despised people out of empire, Egypt, and with the people Israel promises to build a new kind of society unlike the old empire, with its deep and permanent social and economic divisions.  


The opposite of empire is community, and truly God calls Israel to become a just and equitable community in its foundation and continuing connection with this God of liberation.  Simply put, but without distorting the main focus, the prophets arrive when Israel backslides to empire and its many divisions from the community it is called to model for the world.


Over time, and perhaps very quickly, the call of God was found embedded in the covenant and the prophetic sensibility and could - has - survived in Jewish life even when God is not acknowledged.  This strain of the prophetic remains alive today within and outside of religious discourse among some Jews in Israel and America.  It is heard from those I call Jews of Conscience.


The call for more equality, the desire of individuals and movements to redistribute wealth and property is part of the covenantal dynamic of Sabbath, Sabbatical and Jubilee, a rhythm of social, political and economic change that reduces the cleavages in society to remind us that community is foundational to meaning and care for a world that involves and is also beyond our individuality.
Liberation Theology:  A Critical Approach to Social Darwinism


Though some Israelis have tried to distance themselves from Jewish history, the truth is that Israel as a Jewish state is justified only within this broader history.  The charges that Israel is a Western colonial state, an intrusion of the West into the Arab world is certainly to be considered; Palestinians and the Arab world may see Israel only in this light.  Still, Israel and its origins are more complex.  Israel as a state would not have come into being if there was not, at least in the emergency years of the 1930s and 1940s, a need for a place of refuge for European Jews.  At the same time, this small and difficult geography in the Middle East would not have been chosen if not for the long arc of Jewish history.


Thus the call for Israel as a Jewish state to be different is at least two-fold:  first, as a response to Jewish history and the foundational demands of the covenant, the covenant accepted whether seen as issuing from God or simply embedded in Jewish history and culture; second, the constant need to justify itself as something other than a colonial outpost with the typical marks of colonialism, displacement of the indigenous people and settlement policies that make permanent that displacement. 


For the typical Israeli this may seem to be a harsh and atypical burden to carry.  What state can be justified by a call to justice and a demonstration of a status free of colonialism?  Few, if any states, could meet this criteria, nor or they called to meet it.


An era of globalization, one that seems destined to shape the future of the global economic system, seems even more resistant to such claims and proof.  The only justification for the state in the contemporary world seems to be its ability to compete in that system.  If it fails it is known precisely for this failure: a failed state.


Therefore loyalty, especially among the movers and shakers of society, is found with the global corporate elite or with the global arms industry; Israel is extremely competitive in both arenas.  As in most technologically sophisticated societies, including the United States, the era of globalization further alienates the culture and the environment for its locality.  Values that are particular to certain histories are honored in the breach, affirmed in ceremonies and romanticized spectacles rather than worked out in the public arena.  In the United States this is clearly seen in the constant attention to Jeffersonian democracy as the oligarchical nature of contemporary America intensifies.  Democracy is the watchword, empire the reality.


Whatever the future of America, contested as it is, Israel cannot survive this globalization if carried to an extreme.  The division in Israel between the haves and have-nots is accelerating in the Jewish community of Israel and the surrounding Palestinian population - surrounding but also within Israel or with its expansion completely within Israel; eventually it will force a reevaluation of the raison d’etre of Israel itself.  


As time moves on the difficulty of justifying a Jewish state increases, not only because of anti-Semitism but because the tide of history, at least in the West, is against religious or ethnic preference.  Such difficulty is exaggerated if the primary justification among the Jewish citizens of Israel for a Jewish state is only that it can compete economically.  


Whatever success Israel has in this arena it is bound to be dependent on Europe and America economic, military and narrative subsidies for the foreseeable future.  Tied to the West, Israel, no matter its success or pride, can only be seen as smaller and something less than its larger partners.


This also requires the constant need to dominate the region in which Israel lives.  Thus security for Israel demands a constant and absolute military superiority, with the consequent skewing of economic development in the arms industry, and an absolute economic advantage over its neighbors.  The latter necessitates a concentration on the economic underdevelopment of the Arab world through an Israeli narrative of its neighbors that emphasizes terrorism, an unruly Islam and the threat of an empowered Arab world.  In short, the ties with Europe and America, legitimate in their own right, must be emphasized to the exclusion of Israel’s neighbors, at the same time Israel must argue that exclusion must be complimented by a negative engagement by Europe and America.


This, of course, is felt first and foremost by the Palestinians themselves.  Their underdevelopment is crucial for Israel’s well being.  How else can Israel expand, settle and then control millions of Palestinians who claim the same land that Israel occupies?  Yet here we enter a conundrum: doesn’t this underdevelopment itself skew the Israeli economy, allowing it to model a superiority over against Palestinians and Arabs, a model that also becomes ingrained within and among the Jews of Israel?


Here globalization and locality come together.  If the world that is not Jewish is stratified downward, with Jews on top and Arabs below so that Jews can compete in the global arena and dominate the region, why shouldn’t the Jews of Israel be stratified as well, the fittest on top and those less fit on the bottom?  If competition is the watchword, it inevitably reaches outside and inside; if a certain type of economic survival is the watchword, then Social Darwinism is the way.


While there is little argument about abilities and skills differing among individuals, perhaps even communities - though the context for those differences is highly contested - again the question of Jewishness and the state of Israel comes to the fore.  The Zionist movement was from the beginning split between the political and cultural Zionists, the distinctions roughly drawn as the search for normalcy or the return to the essence of the Jewish spirit, the twinning of both sensibilities has been the result.  


Being in a state with other Jews so as not to be drawn into the vulnerability of special status or loss of empowerment makes sense.  Nonetheless, without a special mission, normalcy can be pursued in other venues, now less vulnerable for Jews.  Though the arguments can be presented on both sides, clearly, at least for the present, the most dangerous place for a Jew to live today is Israel.  Living in a permanent state of emergency, normalcy can only be assumed under a different guise, a pseudo-normalcy that easily dissembles.  


Again the view needs to be expanded.  All over the world the gap between the wealthy and the poor increases, and all over the world there are those who benefit and argue for that gap - but never in those words - and those who struggle to close that gap.  


On all sides are identifiable and unannounced spiritualities:  Constantinian spiritualities that justify the state and economy as it is; and liberation spiritualities that seek to critically evaluate religion and its relation to the state and the economy.  Culture is involved here as are political movements.  


On the Constantinian side division is emphasized - division of the world into racial, economic, political and religious zones, the byword being subsumed under the clash of civilizations.  On the liberation side unity is emphasized - the division of the world revealed as merely a front for advantage for the few and disadvantage for the many.  The clash of civilizations hence is found to be a tool for hegemony and power rather than a thoughtful parsing of difference.


Notice that I use Constantinian and liberationist rather than the usual religious divisions - Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Hindu etc.  While the divisions are real, historical and particular, they, like the division of the globe into nation-states, also serve to mask commonalities and possibilities for boundary and border crossing solidarity.  At the same time the recognition of divisions across boundaries and borders as permanent and exclusive serves to narrow our vision and the structures we can interact with critically.  The liberation paradigm seeks to demystify these accepted divisions so that new patterns of interaction can be thought, and possible movements toward equality, once declared off limits, can now be explored.


Too, the liberation model seeks development and progress that involves the entire person and community in concert with others.  This, while affirming difference, the liberation model also emphasizes commonality.  Such a model also raises the question of identity and whether there is an essential identity, says of Jew or Palestinian, or Jew, Christian and Muslim, or whether these identities are always in flux, forged and re-fused in different circumstances.


Like the Constantinian model, the liberation model is global even as it takes on local characteristics.  One form of liberation thought is Marxist, in its many and ever evolving variants, but more and more liberation is thought of within a configuration of culture, religion, economy and politics, thus critical thought in the world.  Here liberation paradigms are found in liberation theologies/thinking in Latin America, Africa, Asia and elsewhere, emerging strongly in the latter half of the 20th century. 


Liberation theology is important here, especially as it emerged from Latin America in the late 1960s and beyond.  Gustavo Gutierrez of Peru and Leonardo Boff of Brazil are founding fathers of this movement and as Catholic clergy helped found a movement that is grassroots, driven by the desire for equality and justice, with a socialist bent but always critical of communism and socialism as it has been practiced, and religious - in their case Catholic - but again quite critical toward the dominant practice of historic Christianity.  


Interestingly and important for our discussion, this critical religiosity has led these Christian liberation theologians to seek out the liberation paradigms found in the Torah and the prophets.  Here they find a concrete basis for society, combining spirituality and politics as a whole, one needing the other; the isolation of one from another leads to a domination in both the religious and political spheres.  In their work both Gutierrez and Boff warn against an idolatry that allows religion to legitimate injustice.  


How is injustice known?  The same way as it is known in the Torah and the prophets; through exclusion and marginalization of the weakest, the poor, the widow and the orphan.


For liberation theologians the sign of idolatry is the politics of injustice.  This renders the prayers of the faithful ineffective; they are rejected by God.  The prophets seek to right this situation through a politics of inclusion, development for all and not just for the sake of material progress.  The goal is a society where all are respected; material goods are distributed in a just way so that society embodies the values it annunciates.


Yet the central question for the liberation model is not belief in God; belief or non-belief in God is secondary to the work for justice.  That justice cannot be one-sided, for one group over against another.  The struggle for justice necessarily crosses all sorts of boundaries so that believer and non-believer are together in this struggle.  For whatever reason one struggles, the importance is the sense that all are involved and that the goal can be reached only by transcending difference, especially the differences defined by class, ethnicity and religion.


Here the hermeneutic of suspicion is invoked; a way of thinking that renders suspect boundaries that are declared sacred whether they are religious, ethnic, cultural or political.  Being suspect, the boundaries have to be critically evaluated and judged; no division can be accepted as a given, even those that seem to be historical fault lines valid for all time.  Though religious, liberation theology is suspicious of the claims of eternity systems: aren’t these the very barriers that are to be transcended if the status quo is to be challenged?


To be concrete:  It may be that the religious division is between Jew and Christian or Jew and Muslim is divinely sanctioned and respected at all times.  At the same time, depending on one’s orientation, the division might run between those Jews, Christians and Muslims that seek a communitarian justice ethic and those who seek empire.  The division, then, might run straight through the designation Jew, Christian, Muslim, allowing some Jews, Christians and Muslim to be closer together depending on their orientation either toward community or empire.  On the Jewish side, some Jews may have more in common with some Palestinians than they do with other Jews:  the division might be less about religious affiliation than it is about how society should be structured.


The hermeneutics of suspicion is complimented by liberation theology’s concentration on the structures of society as essential to understanding the question of justice and injustice.  Especially important here is the concept of structural violence, those structures that create and manage divisions of classes, ethnic groups and races detrimental to the well being of all.

The latter issue is often neglected while reactive violence is highlighted.  For the most part individual and limited, reactive violence is a sign of weakness rather than strength.  Structural violence is embedded in society, institutionalized, rational and legal.  The ability of a small proportion of society to amass great wealth while the majority languishes, and the bottom rung of society lives in poverty is largely the function of a system that favors some and penalizes others.  The violence of such a system is obvious when looked at from this angle: whatever individual initiative can accomplish is offset by institutional blockades.   Those on the bottom of the system are destined to be there for long periods of time; the violence is that those on the bottom have less of what all need - from health care to education to money for the bare necessities of life.

Structural violence is obvious in many parts of the world, and Israel is no exception.  Within Israel, those descended from Europe continue to dominate Israeli society while those from Arab and African background, in the main, continue to be on the margins.  Internally there is the structural divide between Jews and Palestinians regarding, among other things, the ability to own land, educational opportunities, recognition and full support of as yet unrecognized villages.  Then there is the division between Jews and Palestinians within annexed Jerusalem and in the settlement areas in the West Bank.  The building of the fence, wall and barrier, as well as the entire infrastructure that supports the settlements in Jerusalem and the West Bank increases this division and in visibly marked ways.

All of these divisions are structured by institutions and legalities that make the interactions within them legal and legitimate; within the system they take on a logic akin to a syllogism.  In fact to oppose this logic is to challenge the very institutions that make up Israeli society.  Crossing the boundaries of this institutionalized violence is inviting the use of state violence against those who dare traverse it.

As we view the situation, the institutionalization of structural violence within Israeli society becomes clearer.  Though thought to be primarily located in the military, the military that runs the occupation in the West Bank, a closer examination reminds us that the very success of the boundaries and divisions, now an essential part of the state apparatus, is civilian, the aggregation of corporations that do business within the legal purview of the state.  As has been pointed out quite clearly, the occupation of Palestine is now and has been for more than a decade civilian in nature, in and from which every segment of Israeli society participates and benefits.

So, in this context, what does the hermeneutics of suspicion prompt us to question?  Where will our questioning lead us?  What will our findings prompt us to do?  And how can we do what needs to be done in the particular context of Israel?  Following these questions we should be able to better discern what a Jewish theology of liberation might look like in the 21st century.

Below I look at eight aspects of contemporary Israel that, while certainly not exhaustive, cannot be neglected in our analysis:
1. The state of Israel is young but comes from a long history.  That history is filled with many events, possibilities and patterns of thought and action.  The creation of the state of Israel as a Jewish state can be seen from many angles, but is certainly, in light of Jewish history in Europe, a justified response to the plight of European Jews before, during and after the Holocaust.

2. Israel has made great strides since its inception and has developed sophisticated political economic, cultural and military structures in a short span of time.  Of course, there have been from the beginning complexities and difficulties among Jews from European and Arab background, and the state came into being by displacing hundreds of thousands Palestinian Arabs.

3. The indispensable violence in the birth of a settler state, no matter its justifications, cannot help but breed structures that protect its citizens, at least its Jewish citizens, from non-Jewish citizens and the displaced Palestinian Arabs outside the state who have claims on the land from which they were forcibly removed.  

4. The ideology of the state as Jewish, speaking and acting on behalf of the Jewish people, has had the effect of separating it from its geographical neighbors on at least a quasi-permanent basis.  The state of war that has existed and still exists means that Israel has to be militarized and her neighbors have to kept in a state of military weakness and economic underdevelopment so as not to threaten Israel.

5. Small and isolated in its own region, Israel has to develop industry and trade with Europe and America as well as rely on Europe and America for massive economic and military aid to maintain its dominance in the region.

6. That dependency means a skewing of economic development in a Western model, with the technological elite riding high, and, over time, the initial socialist vision giving way to a global system where Israel positions itself as a first world, western nation.

7. Meanwhile the occupation of the Palestinian territories continues and expands, until the state of Israel controls the area from Tel Aviv to the Jordan River.  As the center of Israel moves eastward, the resources for settlements and their infrastructure help redefine the very ethos of the state, a certain kind of religiosity and also makes military violence a permanent feature of the Israeli landscape.  That the occupation is also civilian means that the religious, military and civilian arenas of Israeli society have been fully brought into coordination with the state.

8. If we look at the Wall as a phenomenon that is simply on the frontier of an evolving Israeli reality and sensibility, then the consequences of the movement of a small pioneering state to an expanded nuclearized entity comes into view and is premised on the emergence of a Constantinian reality where dissent is seen as treason.

All of these aspects of contemporary Israeli reality are contested.  They could be fashioned in a variety of ways depending on one’s historical perspective and outlook.  Still, present day Israel does not emerge from a void.  The establishment and expansion of Israel as a Jewish state carries contradictions and possibilities within it that while are no means unique to Israel are certainly distinctive.  The question now is less the past history of Israel than the forging of its future.

The appearance of a Social Darwinist sensibility in Israel today has a context; the history of the state has internal and external dynamics that render this understandable.  Still, the foundations of the state also point, as possibilities, in different directions.  Israel is founded for Jews in need; it also displaces Palestinians.  Second class citizenship results for those Palestinians left behind within the state while a refugee population is established.  Over time, Israel expands its borders and accepts new waves of Jewish immigrants.  Many of these immigrants are non-European, or if European, are only marginally Jewish.  The pioneering spirit of the first Jewish settlers is diluted.  

In the meantime, the economic and military realities of the new settlements around Jerusalem and in the West Bank are increasingly defining of Israel and its mentality.  Israel’s societal structures and ethos are more and more geared to the global modern economy without recourse to its founding values.  Those values, coming from Jewish history and forged in the emergency years of the first half of the 20th century, become more and more distant.  

Thus Israel begins to function more and more as a state without a particular history and mission. The normalcy that some wished for in the early stages of the Zionist movement arrives with a vengeance, calling forth other visions, alternative sensibilities that, though once debated and inscribed, now seem foreign.  Alternative, quite Jewish, proposals for intervention into this societal reality are less and less considered.  Increasingly Israel sheds its Jewish character even as the insistent rhetoric of the Jewish character of Israel increases. 
Another Kind of Politics: The Challenge of a Jewish Theology of Liberation
The question of liberation is always and everywhere contextual.  This being said, the context is multi-layered, balancing history and contemporary reality and a universal sensibility with the particular journey of each community.  In short we begin where we are, but that is only the beginning; the tug of liberation is in different directions, answering to different foundational values, or better stated, values that are understood through prisms framed by a dialectic dynamic informed by universality and particularity.

The divisions within Israel are understandable; they are quantifiable.  The direction of those divisions is also starkly visible.  The Wall exemplifies a permanent occupation that will no longer be called by that name, but its importance lies also in the variety of borders it is solidifying within and among the people of the land, among Jews and between Jews and Palestinians.  This is true within the land but also outside of it.  Diaspora populations of Jews and Palestinians grow, and certain parts of those diasporas will grow closer together.  

The declaration of borders, perhaps to be made in the next months, will make permanent some divisions and fuse certain alliances across the borders.  Paradoxically, permanence may be the beginning of impermanence.  Permanent borders may raise the questions that have been lurking in and around the never-before-declared borders.  

Walls present a strong physical clarity; you are one side or the other.  Walls may also present an intellectual, political and theological clarity as well.  No-go areas limit the physical, but not only.

Today we are presented with borders of Jewishness that are clearly no-go areas.  They are borders and boundaries that need to be transgressed.  It is in these transgressions that a Jewish theology of liberation takes on articulation, bringing to bear the overall sensibility we as Jews have inherited, and the need, as complex as it may be, to reassert these sensibilities in theological and secular language. Alternately, as has been the Jewish genius well before the arrival of Christian theologies of liberation - a genius without which their own theology could not have been born - we need to look at social and political reality from the perspective of covenantal values invoking justice and community.

So the no-go areas: a permanent division between Jew and Palestinian within the citizenship of Israel; a permanent conquest of historic Palestine with the ghettoization of the Palestinians outside/inside the expanded state of Israel; the permanent division of Israel and the populations it controls between the haves and have-nots; the permanent linking of Jewish Israeli elites and state power with the global elites of the West.  All of these no-go areas are linked together in the negative trends of Social Darwinism and the internal and external violence that accompanies such policies, portending a military and economic globalization strategy for Israel that submerges the values and hopes of the Jewish tradition.  It certainly violates, at a fundamental level, the best values of the Zionist enterprise.

The no-go areas also represent a possibility, for they are places of discernment and transformation.  Examples abound.  For those whose sense of Israel is dominated by its Jewish character, the question is poised as to how that can be articulated with the permanent divisions within the Jewish population of Israel and between Jews and Palestinians.  

Zionism here is on trial.  Either the present is the logical unfolding of the Zionist view or a distortion.  If the former, what kind of distinctive Jewishness or even normalcy does this represent?  If Constantinian Jewishness contradicts one’s understanding of Zionism, if an alternative view has been present since the beginning of the movement, what would it take to bring Israel back to that vision?  

Post-Zionism is likewise on trial.  If  Jewish survival and implanting in the Middle East has been established and now we are in another phase of seeking a normal life for all the citizens of Israel, what values and sensibilities will lead to an alternative politics in a political arena that has increasingly been controlled by expansionist and ultra-nationalist elements? 

Both Zionist and post-Zionist Jews are faced with a political and economic situation that is neither passing nor reversible simply through the change of leadership in government.  The structural elements of Israeli economy, infra-structure and settlements are in place, the shift from a small pioneering state to an expanded, globally-oriented economic/military/industrialism is, for all practical purposes, permanent.  Nothing within the political spectrum portends significant change. 

An alternative politics, at least for the foreseeable future, will have to be conducted underneath the radar screen, working within a long term framework and for a change that, while fundamental in outlook, will be at best incremental.

Meanwhile the pressures against this change will continue.  The last years of global politics and economics have made a challenge to this direction seem unsafe, even perilous.  The decades ahead are not likely to be dramatically different.   America’s “War on Terror,” the rumblings of the Islamic world and the nation-states within it, the militancy of the American Jewish establishment, all militate against the alternatives one might propose.

All of this means that the progress Israel has experienced and the thresholds that could be passed in the coming decades are likely to be skewed and denied; within the expanded state of Israel the situation is destined to become worse.  It is only by pressing the no-go areas, by leaping the physical, economic, political and cultural walls that an alternative politics and economics might emerge.  

Yet it seems that the pressure itself will make these walls more solid and their transgressions more difficult and dangerous.  This, after all, is what is behind the planning and implementation of these borders and boundaries, precisely to make it more difficult, if not impossible, to hearken back to the Zionist vision or address the post-Zionist reality or to allow both to come into a new configuration.

The larger picture helps to set the parameters of the immediate work at hand, thus limiting the horizon for change.  The immediate work also impacts the larger picture; at least over time it plants a series of contradictions that cannot help but impact the larger framework.  So the immediate refusal of the designated no-go areas is essential even if the results are not immediate, and even if the categories for such refusal are not evident in the political arena.  But since the no-go areas are warned against in public and also reside in the deeper structures of aspects of the Zionist vision and education, the no-go areas are also internalized.  

Leaping the various walls in and around Israel can be dangerous; the blockage is not only empire, it is the Jewish sense of community and the fear of those outside that community, even if, in reality, the outside is already inside.  The alternative vision of politics is difficult enough for the broader community to take seriously.  It is more difficult when those who want an alternative have barriers that make this alternative difficult if not impossible to pursue.

Here a Jewish theology of liberation bumps up against a reality that is tangible.  When looked at from outside, as if Jews were not involved, the answer to the problem is clear:  end the divisions within the citizenship of the state and between the citizens and those without citizenship that are within the purview of state power.  

This was the international consensus regarding South African apartheid, a consensus that most Jews supported.  That Israel as a state was torn on this issue, with its citizens seeing the horrors of apartheid but with the state supporting the apartheid regime and using it to refine its own instruments of apartheid at home, is instructive.  This is the same fault line in the Israeli psyche, torn between the knowledge that discrimination is wrong and the fact that Israel was born through and lives within a discrimination that is now becoming permanent.

Citizenship for all, equal and unfettered throughout the land, is the place that an alternative politics could take root.  Perhaps a variant of that politics is possible within the argument for two states, Israel and Palestine, existing side by side.  Yet is it possible to argue for two states today with the expansion/permanence/annexation of the settlements and the territories within Jerusalem and the West Bank?  Is working toward such a solution really proposing an alternative political vision or a sloganeering that allows the divisions among the people of the land to continue and deepen, all the while maintaining a veneer of working toward social justice?

The conundrum is that it is uncertain - with much danger - how the most obvious solution would in fact work out on the ground.  That the situation is before us is less the work of utopian dreamers that may or not be misguided, than the victory of the very system that an alternative vision is needed to confront.  The bind may have been inherent within the origins and vision of a Jewish state; there may have been a way out, especially over time, if two real states had been established, recognized and nurtured.  This latter possibility was never tested and I fear has passed us by.

At this point, the one or two state solution is indeed theoretical and perhaps this, in the end, frees us to pursue a concrete strategy to confront and transgress the walls, and in so doing present other possibilities to a future generation that will grow up within the walls that were erected in our generation.  Working toward an alternative vision within the contours of our history becomes the accepted foundations of the next generation’s reality.  They begin where we end.  In that way there may be a way out that we cannot envision, or a way to accomplish what we know to be right that we cannot find.  

Liberation is at stake, but it often is not immediately accessible.  Indeed, it may seem far away, nearly impossible.






