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Last week, Donald Hess, Rabbi Ira Flax and I traveled to Washington to the 2009 AIPAC Policy Conference.  It was an intimate affair with, at times, 7000 people in attendance.  We entered the cavernous convention Center at eight in the morning, and left at 9:30 in the evening.  Our eyes were glazed over.  The program was exhausting.  But the program and the speakers were all excellent and exciting.  After we were duly briefed about the issues between our government and the state of Israel, we headed to Capitol Hill.  Personally, I spoke with our two senators, Jeff Sessions and Richard Shelby, and Congressmen Spencer Bachus and Artur Davis.  They are each wonderful on the American Israel relationship, and we can be proud of their representation.  This was my fourth policy conference in 18 years.  Each year the program gets bigger and better, and more and more lobbyists head for Capitol Hill.

I need to explain to some of you what AIPAC is.  AIPAC stands for the American Israel Public Affairs Committee.  It is not a PAC, or a political action committee.  It does not raise money to support candidates.  It is a-political.  It supports the policies of the Israeli government, regardless of whether that government is thought to be hawkish or dovish.  It works equally well with Democrats and Republicans, and it has maintained its focus regardless of who wields the levers of power in Washington.  AIPAC engages in programs to bring people together, from around the country, to support the relationship between the governments of Israel and the United States.

AIPAC was first begun as a small mom and pop organization in the 1950s, and it now is among the most powerful lobbying organizations in America.  I had the privilege of sitting at the banquet dinner with Congressmen Davis and Aderholdt.  During the banquet, a roll call is read from the podium that includes over half the United States’ Congress, Ambassadors to the United States, and members of the United States’ government.  Congressman Davis shared with me that no event, with the exception of a Presidential inauguration, brings out more members of Congress than AIPAC.  Nothing comes even half way in terms of its size and scope and participation.

AIPAC has a huge and committed staff that work on policy papers, congressional relations, and field organizing.  And they are nothing if not single-mindedly focused on strengthening the American Israel relationship.  They are strategic.  Our Alabama group had, I would estimate, 20 people in total.  Four of us are Jews.  The others, all Christian, were as committed to the State of Israel as I am.  I heard Howard Kohr, AIPAC’s Executive Director share with a group of rabbis that the Jewish population and our political clout is shrinking relative to the American population at large, and that Israel will need firm allies in the non-Jewish population to carry Israel’s banner in the future.  They have reached out to Christians, most of whom would call themselves “evangelicals”, to African Americans, and to Hispanic groups to work in alliance with them.   They brought in 1500 college students, and made a special effort to bring in the Student Government Presidents, all of whom will most assuredly be civic leaders in the future.

Needless to say, I am proud to be an AIPAC supporter and participate in their programs.

The Policy Conference’ agenda was three fold—to prevent Iran from building nuclear weapons, to support the peace process and ask for American involvement according to principles which will end the conflict and preserve the security of the Jewish state, and to pass the foreign aid bill, which has provisions for military assistance to Israel.  We heard speakers from the administration and both parties, including Vice President Biden, Senators John Kerry, Jon Kyle, Dick Durban, and many pro-Israel congressmen, Newt Gingrich, President of Israel Shimon Peres and Prime Minister Benjamin Bibi Netanyahu.  I also heard from Michael Oren, the appointed Israeli Ambassador to the United States and Rabbi Daniel Gordis, a keen observer of Israeli society.  And I sat in on sessions with military experts, diplomats and foreign policy wonks.  It was a heady affair, to say the least.

One of the reasons I was eager to return to Washington was to get the buzz on what’s going on since last year.  Since last year, the American electorate has shifted to the left and voted in President Barack Obama with substantial Democratic majorities in the Senate and House of Representatives. The Republicans have been pushed aside and are licking their wounds from the sidelines as they regroup from November’s electoral landslide.  This would hardly seem to be a surprise.  The world is a far more dangerous and ominous place now after eight years of Republican dominance, and the economy is a mess.  The American electorate felt that it was time for a change.  In Israel, the centrist Kadima party has been repudiated, together with the Israeli left.  The right wing Likud and their mostly ideological allies have formed a government.  These past years of intifada, the second Lebanon War, the disengagement from Gaza and the rise of Hamas with their rocket fire in S’derot and Ashkelon and Be’er Sheva, and then Operation Cast Lead in Gaza this winter has the Israeli electorate turn again to the right wing Likud.  Not surprisingly, the Israeli left has been largely discredited.

So it would appear that the left leaning government of the United States and the right leaning government of Israel is heading for a clash of wills, like two male elks, fighting for their females.  When the male elk come to the ready to mate with the female, they butt heads and lock antlers and push and pull until one gives up, exhausted.  President Obama and Prime Minister Netanyahu will be meeting next week, and the press is making it appear that we are going to have an epic clash between two testosterone-laden bulls who will battle to the death.  And from the sidelines, the American right wing and the Israeli left wing, both of which are more observers than players in this unfolding drama and each having their own agendas, are announcing that blood will be spilt all over the American Israel relationship.

My friends, I am no expert, but I am by this stage in my life a seasoned and educated observer, and I want to share with you my thoughts about the future direction of the American Israel relationship.  But before I do, I want to debunk four myths about the American Israel relationship.

Myth #1:  It is crucial for the leaders of America and Israel to like each other.

I believe that Obama and Netanyahu’s mutual affection, or lack thereof (who the heck knows?—they have spent not more than a few minutes with each other), has nothing to do with the outcome of peace and reconciliation between Israel and her enemies.  If you look back in history, the two most positive American presidents for the State of Israel were Richard Nixon and Jimmy Carter.  Richard Nixon was a known anti-Semite.  He was paranoid and he distrusted Jews.  But in 1973, he pulled out all stops and resupplied Israel with everything she needed after a disastrous beginning to the Yom Kippur War.  As an ex-president, Jimmy Carter has excoriated Israel and slandered her in public in ways that are, in my opinion, morally obtuse and unforgivable.  But while President, he was dogged in bringing Egypt and Israel together to create a peace that has endured since 1979, thus diminishing the military threat to Israel’s existence.  And Carter had an almost palpable disdain for then Prime Minister Menachem Begun.  Love got nothing to do with it.

Myth #2: America is beholden to powerful political forces (us?) for its policy concerning Israel.

As much as we American Jews and AIPAC loyalists express our affection for Israel, foreign relations are based first on an assessment of strategic relationships and only second on political concerns.  America supports Israel because it is in America’s best interests.  Israel is a dependable ally in an unpredictable part of the world, a military power, and a western democracy.  Her high tech industry provides financial benefit to the United States and the world.  America and Israel share military cooperation and intelligence.  The State of Israel strengthens America, and the State of Israel is strengthened by the United States.  Even if there were no presence of American Jews or Evangelical Christians who support Israel, the United States of America would still be a close ally with Israel.

Myth #3:  Believe everything you see on TV or read in the newspaper--NOT

I believe that the vast majority of what we are told by the media has been scripted in advance.  And there is a phenomenon in the Middle East that when things look like they are moving along brilliantly, the bottom often falls out.  And when things look to be at their direst and most bleak, that is a time for new opportunities and new direction.  We only know what people in power want us to know, and each of the parties has to play out their self-assigned roles in this drama for their own constituencies back home.

Myth #4:  Negotiations for peace are difficult, if not impossible and will take a huge amount of time.

I believe that there are very few issues still to be negotiated.  Everyone in the know knows what the parameters of the final settlement will look like.  Israel will keep its settlement blocks and disband the outposts.  The Palestinians will receive portions of Arab Jerusalem.  Israel will cede territory to the Palestinians to make them whole and correspond roughly to the pre-1967 armistice lines.  For peace with Syria, Israel will withdraw from the Golan in phases, and the Golan will be demilitarized for a certain fixed time period.

So my friends, now I want to share with you what I believe is the new direction of the American Israel relationship.  What I will share is just my opinion.  And while I study the Middle East, I know for sure that not even the experts know what really is coming down.  The Talmudic sage, Rabbi Yohanan taught that since the Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed, prophecy was taken from prophets and given to fools and children.  So here is my prophecy:

Regardless of President George Bush’s affection for Israel, his policies and relative lack of engagement achieved few results.  The issues are more pressing now than ever before.  There is a basic truism in politics.  The new guy who was elected as a repudiation of the old guy will do the opposite of what was done before—and that is what I perceive that President Obama is setting out to do.  As I said above, the outlines of a peace deal are already understood.  What is lacking is a political consensus within Israel and within the Arab world as to how to get there.  Within Israel, every time Israel has made a concession for peace, she has found herself in a more precarious situation.  Unilateralism, Israel doing what it needs to do without engagement with her neighbors, is dead.  Israel will not withdraw or pull back any more, not wanting to create another southern Lebanon or Gaza.  The only peace agreement that Israel will even consider, or should even consider, is a comprehensive agreement that would end the violence and assure the security of the Israel as a Jewish state.  I believe that most Israelis trust this Prime Minister to hold fast and not to make any more concessions until or unless real peace is attainable.

The Arab world is far more complex.  The last thing that the Arab nations want is the same thing both Israel and the United States decry—another failed Islamicist state.  As they are now constituted, the Palestinians are too divided to make peace with Israel and end the conflict, regardless of where the borders are drawn and regardless of what Israel might eventually concede.  As they are now constituted, the Palestinian leadership cannot deliver peace or prosperity or security to their own people.  The specter of a nuclear Iran is threatening to Israel, the United States and the Sunni Arab world itself.  And all three parties will have to come together to prevent Iranian nuclear ambitions; or if the Iranians are, God forbid successful, all three will have to unite to suppress the Iranian nuclear reach.  In these difficult times, the Arab world needs Israel, and Israel needs the Arab world.

So now I will tell you what I understand from what I have heard and read.  I know that President Obama is going to tell Prime Minister Netanyahu to stop the settlements.  I believe that Prime Minister Netanyahu will protest gently for the benefit of the home cameras, and then agree under duress to stop settlement activity for a fixed period of time.  I believe that this scenario is already set up in advance.  I believe that President Obama will then go to the Arab countries and say that this is now time for a comprehensive peace agreement with Israel.  The state of belligerency is no longer helpful, and if they are willing to recognize Israel as a Jewish state in the Middle East, he will bring them together to work out the final details, and they will have a united front against Iran.  And if they drag their feet, he will give a green light to Israel to build whatever it wants on the West Bank.  And one more thing—it will be up to the Arab countries to unite the Palestinians, end their divisions and bring them together to the table.  If they can bring a united Palestinian delegation that can deliver peace to its people, Israel will make peace with Syria, and southern Lebanon and Gaza will then be neutralized.

This is a big gamble, but everyone’s interests are served, and everyone comes out a winner.  The “Road Map to Peace” will be expanded to include the Arab nations.  Each constituency, the Israelis, the Palestinians, the Arabs and the United States can point their fingers at someone else and blame them for the pressure that they have had to endure.  Israel will have to give up its outposts on the West Bank, but will keep its major settlement areas of Ariel, Ma’aleh Adumim, Efrat, and areas close to the Green Line.  The Palestinians will have to forfeit their dream of returning to their homes abandoned 61 years ago, and reign in their Islamicists.  The Arab world will turn back the 1967 Khartoum Resolution which declared about Israel the three “nos” of the Arab world; no peace with Israel, no recognition of Israel, and no negotiations with Israel.   This will be tough, to be sure, and nothing is ever guaranteed, to be sure.  And there are plenty of pitfalls and landmines along the way, to be sure.  But ultimately, should a peaceful Palestine emerge with a secure Israel living at peace, at long last, with its neighbors, everyone wins, except the Iranians and the Islamic extremists and the Jewish settlers.  And this may be a price all the parties may pay to get what was previously thought to be never attainable.

So, my friends, this is my opinion about the new course of direction within the American Israel relationship.  I may be wrong, and the future is not guaranteed.  And the road to hell can be paved with good intentions, I realize.  But that is the road we are soon to embark on, and all the players in this pursuit for peace know the rules and know in advance what they have to do to get it done.  And those who oppose this also know what they can do to sabotage these efforts.  Whether they can get it done is another issue, but we’ll see.

In the meantime, we will pray for the peace of Jerusalem, which is now dependent upon the peace of her enemies.  It is hard, even seemingly impossible to imagine the end of war.  But I am pretty sure that this is the next step.  We’ll see and we will support the people of Israel and the state of Israel and pray for wisdom for her leaders, and the leaders of our United States of America.

This week’s Torah Portion ends the Book of Leviticus.  It speaks of the vision of what might could happen if Israel is virtuous.  It is the same vision of what might could happen should a comprehensive peace emerge from this chaos.

3If you follow My laws and faithfully observe My commandments, 4I will grant your rains in their season, so that the earth shall yield its produce and the trees of the field their fruit. 5Your threshing shall overtake the vintage, and your vintage shall overtake the sowing; you shall eat your fill of bread and dwell securely in your land.

6I will grant peace in the land, and you shall lie down untroubled by anyone; I will give the land respite from vicious beasts, and no sword shall cross your land. 7You shall give chase to your enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword. 8Five of you shall give chase to a hundred, and a hundred of you shall give chase to ten thousand; your enemies shall fall before you by the sword.

9I will look with favor upon you, and make you fertile and multiply you; and I will maintain My covenant with you. 10You shall eat old grain long stored, and you shall have to clear out the old to make room for the new.

11I will establish My abode in your midst, and I will not spurn you. 12I will be ever present in your midst: I will be your God, and you shall be My people. 13I the Lord am your God who brought you out from the land of the Egyptians to be their slaves no more, who broke the bars of your yoke and made you walk erect.  (Leviticus 26)

As it was promised then, so may we achieve it now.

Amen

PAGE  
6

