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This has been a dour week for our country.  During this week, we observed Veteran’s Day.  As a son of the Vietnam era, I thankfully missed our country’s draft by a few years.  But as I age, I appreciate more and more the service the veterans of our armed forces provide our citizens, and the sacrifices they and their comrades in arms have made for us.  On Tuesday, we laid to rest 13 soldiers who were murdered at Ft. Hood, Texas, in service to our country.  The fact that soldiers are casualties and that life itself is precarious is nothing new to us.  As the weeks and months and years roll by, we have become somewhat emotionally inured to the slow but steady roll call of fallen soldiers in their theaters of conflict.  We read their names week after week.  We acknowledge their sacrifice and the pain their families and communities endure.  As an American in the first decade of the 21st century, I find myself having grown accustomed to these losses.  But even as they become part of our new normal, as we recite the names of our fallen sons and daughters and their tender ages, we calculate the numbers of years not lived, the moments of love not shared, and the accomplishments of lives cut short never to be achieved.  And we weep inside.

But somehow the events at Ft. Hood, Texas leave us with a special pain and a unique anxiety.  Our fallen were killed on the security of their Army base by one of their own, a United States military physician, a psychiatrist none the less, and a Muslim who shouted “Allahu Akhbar”, God is Great, as he stood on a table at the Soldier Readiness Processing Center and shot his fellow soldiers, killing thirteen and wounding thirty.  Tonight, I will address that pain and anxiety carefully with measured words and measured emotions.  It is so easy to fly off the handle, to express the justified rage we feel in our hearts and souls.  But we are Americans and we are Jews.  We have great power, and we must think first before we act.  So on this Shabbat, I will do the best I can to check my emotions and my rage, and I will share with you what I am thinking.

I was in Washington, DC this past week at a family Bar Mitzvah.  By the way, for you old timers here in Birmingham, the officiating rabbi at Temple Beth Emet in Virginia is Rabbi Steven Glazer, who served for many years here at Temple Beth El and was my guide to the Jewish community when I first arrived.  To be honest, we have both aged.  But I think I have put on more years than he has.  On Monday, we walked through the National Mall, and came across the World War Two Memorial.  I was very moved.  The memorial was neat and orderly, symmetrical by design.  As we descended into the depths of the memorial, bas relief images of the war are laid out chronologically to the right and to the left.  In the center is a large pool, forming the symmetrical center of the monument, with two fountains, one on the right and one on the left.  To the right is a list of the major battles fought in the Atlantic theater.  To the left is a list of the major battles fought in the Pacific theater.  Straight ahead is a reflecting pool and a wall of 4,000 golden stars, symbolic of the stars in the American flag and reflecting the 400,000 fallen American soldiers who died in these battles.  Ringed around the top of the memorial are concrete pillars, each with a garland wreath and the names of the states and territories of the United States of America from which its sons were sent to fight in this long and difficult war.

There is something humbling about visiting this War Memorial, and something ennobling as well.  Everything was orderly and symmetrical.  As we left, I commented to Judi, “This really was the last good war our nation has fought.”  The good guys were really good.  The bad guys were really bad.  The combatants wore uniforms and marched in platoons and divisions.  When it was over, it was over.  The victors exacted justice upon the war criminals, and the victors helped to rebuild the vanquished, and soon the forces of Nazism and Fascism were replaced by vibrant capitalistic democracies working in synch with us to create prosperity and peace.  And the war memorial reflects both the enormous sacrifice and the enormous justice reflected in this last of the great wars.

Head down a few blocks to the Vietnam War Memorial, and we can feel a different kind of war.  The bulk of the Vietnam War Memorial is a beautiful black wall with the names of the 58,261 fallen soldiers.  It is a sobering and hardly uplifting memorial.  It stresses the sacrifices our nation made, but no mention is made of the purpose or the mission of the War.  I have been to Vietnam with Reverend Steve Jones.  We toured many of the battle sites whose names I recalled from my teenage years.  And we would look at each other and ask, “What the heck what were we doing here?  Just why were we bombing Hanoi and sitting like ducks at Khe Sanh?”   These battles showed a different side to war.  Unlike World War II, our soldiers in Vietnam could not tell who their enemies were, or who their friends were.  The Vietnamese did not always oblige our military commanders by wearing uniforms and marching in rank.  We had an overwhelming military power, but they had the ability to wear us down until we just gave up and left.  Civilian became soldier who became civilian again, all in the course, perhaps, of an afternoon.  With overwhelming power, we shot and fired and bombed and sacrificed, and we lost.  While our might was unmatched, their will was greater than ours.

The Vietnam war was an asymmetrical war.  In many ways, these wars are harder to fight and much harder to win.  The enemy does not wear a uniform.  The enemy does not engage on the battlefield.  The enemy uses civilians as shields and is willing to absorb civilian casualties to advance its cause.  The rules of modern warfare become obsolete in this post-modern world.  I am sure that President Obama is weighing the options for victory in Afghanistan and Iraq today, and frankly, I don’t envy him the slightest for the difficult decisions he will be forced to make.  In this period of asymmetrical warfare, we can win every battle but still lose the war.  The insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan and Pakistan too, are for the most part, local residents and thugs.  Instead of fighting the armies of Japan, Italy, and Germany, we are fighting more the legions of Al Capone and Don Corleone.  There are no battlefields.  There are no uniforms.  There are no rank and file.  These countries are failing states.  They are a collection of tribes forced to live with each other behind artificial borders without a strong sense of national identity.  We are in a mess.

This mode of asymmetrical warfare is nothing new in history.  As the Romans occupied the Jews in Judea, we, how should I put it?, gave them a difficult time for two hundred years.  The Romans sacrificed many lives and much treasure fighting an asymmetrical war with us Jews.  We ultimately lost.  But the Romans were not exactly winners either.  The economy of Judea, later renamed Palestine as a humiliation to the Jews, was decimated.  Generations were killed.  The Romans employed a scorched earth policy that ultimately subdued the house of Israel, but only after they burned the entire house down.  They too were losers, and they left the Land of Israel far poorer, far less prosperous, far less valuable to the empire, and far more of a burden than it was when they first came upon the scene.

For the past 25 years, the modern State of Israel today is battling an asymmetrical war with the Arabs.  The Arab countries of Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon are not about to engage the Israeli army in uniform on the battlefield.  Those days are over.  But they have been replaced by an old, yet new phenomenon, the asymmetrical war.  Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Palestinian Authority each have waged war using their civilians as pawns, looking to inflict the widest amount of suffering upon the people they bully with the political goal of evoking international sympathy.  That is the problem with the terribly unjust and biased Goldstone Report from the United Nations’ Human Rights Council, which excoriates Israel without ascribing any responsibility to the Hamas leadership for their provocations and their use of civilians in battle.  It must be noted that of the numbers of casualties inflicted upon the Gazans last January, two thirds were Hamas fighters or local Hamas police.  Of course every civilian casualty is tragic.  In every other country, including Iraq, Afghanistan, Chechnya, or South Ossetia having to deal with asymmetrical urban warfare, this casualty ratio of dedicated fighters in arms to civilians is unprecedented.  No matter what the United Nations Human Rights Council declares, we ought to be proud of the way the Israeli army tries to mitigate civilian suffering.  All wars are imperfect, but Israel has helped show the way to the United States about how to successfully wage a war among civilians which causes the least amount of human loss and loss of infrastructure.

I shared all that with you to analyze the bloodshed caused by Major Nidal Hasan at Ft. Hood, Texas.  While shouting “Allahu Akhbar!”, his purposeful killing and wounding his fellow soldiers is beyond our imagination.  But Is Major Hasan a terrorist?  The answer is simple.  Regardless of his state of mind, Major Hasan inflicted terror at the Army base and terror in the hearts of the American people.  That is the goal of terrorists, whether in Ft. Hood, or in Jerusalem, or in Madrid, or in Bali, or in London, or in New York.   Terror and fear are the goals of the terrorist.  Regardless of whether the Army Major was in his right mind, he is a terrorist because of the fear he has inflicted.  It doesn’t matter whether Major Hasan was of sound mind, and it doesn’t matter whether the individuals who drive bomb laden cars into markets in Pakistan or blow themselves up on airplanes over New York City or wear bomb vests into night clubs in Bali had a sane motive or not, these people were terrorists because of their actions, and not their motivations.

I am convinced that we are facing a worldwide asymmetrical war, fostered by elements within the world of Islam against what they perceive to be the west.  Rarely do we see Christians and Jews engaged in terror.  It is a Muslim phenomenon, and the Fort Hood, Texas massacre is part of the same war, whether it is in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Moscow, Madrid, New York, S’derot, Israel or Istanbul Turkey.  These jihadists are all terrorists, and all of them work to bring destruction to the values we hold dear.

But we should not let ourselves be confused.  If the vast majority of these terrorists worldwide are Muslim, the vast majority of Muslims are not terrorists.   Major Hasan is a terrorist, but the other Muslim soldiers who serve our country are not terrorists.  Major Hasan is a terrorist, but the Muslims in our community and in our country are not terrorists.  Major Hasan is a terrorist, but the large majority of Muslims around the world are not terrorists.  But with all that being said, Major Hasan was not simply a lone gunman.  He learned his radicalism somewhere.  Major Hasan was challenged by someone, someplace, to turn his faith into a weapon to kill innocent people.  The jihadists who pervert the message of peace and justice that Islam can bring to the world are themselves culpable for the actions of their students.

In my opinion, over the past two decades, we have been engaged in World War III, but this war is different.  This is an asymmetrical war, and there will be no monuments and no decisive battles to mark the conclusion of this war, the first World War of the post-modern era.  These warriors wear no uniforms and have no rank and drive no tanks and shoot no artillery shells.  This is a war that depends upon the hearts and minds of people to do kindness and seek justice and learn to live together in common humanity.  And those who preach hatred, whether from the madrassa or the church or even the synagogue, are sergeants and majors and even generals in this new mode of warfare and conflict.

One more paragraph and I will conclude.  This war is a war of the spirit, the spirit of humanity.  We, as religious people are charged to lead in the battle against the jihadists and the preachers of hatred, everywhere, and in every culture around our globe.  We are summoned to take up spiritual arms against the haters and the doers of violence.  When we permit hatred or try to understand it or excuse it we feed the enemies of our civilization.  Our challenge is to keep an open heart and an active faith and a love for God and a love for our fellow human beings, even in the midst of the salvos of violence and hatred that are being thrown at us because we are Jews and because we are Americans and because we believe in individual liberty and freedom.  Like our brothers and sisters in Israel, we are each of us here in America, even here in Birmingham, Alabama, on the front lines of this asymmetrical war.  And we can win it, if not outright, we can surely win it by believing that the good will overcome evil and that we can be strong.  Just as we could not mark the beginning of this war, so too perhaps, we will not mark the end of this war.  But one thing I can assure you.  If we hold on to our faith and we struggle against those who offer hatred, we will persevere, and we will be blessed.

Shabbat Shalom

