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April 9, 2010—Parashat Shmini
I have entitled my sermon tonight, “Magical Thinking, President Obama, Israel and the Palestinians, Crisis or Opportunity?”  These are not happy times, and American Jews are wondering about the course of the American-Israel relationship.  I will render an analysis of what I think may be going on, where we are going and what are the shoals that lay beneath the water’s surface for our President, the State of Israel and the Palestinians.  I will do that in short order, but tonight is Shabbes, and you came tonight to hear words of Torah, and I am a rabbi, and I intend to speak first about Torah, and then about the events du jour, and then I will speak about Torah again.

In the Torah this week, Aaron and his sons, Nadav, Avihu, Elazar and Itamar went through an elaborate eight day dedication and ordaination ceremony.  Ancient Israel now had its priests, and they were raring to go.  For the first time ever, Aaron raised his hands and blessed the people, and offered a sin offering to God.  The people were overjoyed.  Sometime later, two of Aaron’s sons, Nadav and Avihu, donned their garments, took up their fire pans, and approached the altar at a time of their own choosing, not God’s choosing.  Tragedy erupted.  Fire leaped out of their fire pans and killed them both in an instant.
I have often wondered about Nadav and Avihu’s motivation.  Our rabbis taught that they were drunkards, and they approached the altar inebriated.  Maybe.  The text does not say.  Or perhaps they were egomaniacs who were fed by the glory of their priestly garments and the adulation of the crowds.  Or perhaps they were victims of magical thinking.  Maybe they thought that they could by magic bring the presence of God into the Tabernacle.  Their demise is a lesson:  People shouldn’t play with the holy.  And that applies to priests in double measure.
Magical thinking is the basis for many psychiatric disorders, including obsessive compulsive disorder, schizophrenia, and depression.  Magical thinking is a clinical term used to describe a wide variety of nonscientific and sometimes irrational beliefs. These beliefs are generally centered on correlations between events when none exists in reality.  Truly, I hate to break it to you, but if you neglect to step on a crack in the sidewalk, your mother might still need her back surgery.  And walking under a ladder as a black cat runs across your path on Friday the Thirteenth will not cause you or your loved ones to suffer.  Salt over the left shoulder will not guarantee a long and happy life.  So tonight, I want to address the issue of magical thinking as it pertains to the Israelis, the Palestinians, and President Obama.
There is some magical thinking in the minds of some of my Israeli brothers and sisters on both sides of the political spectrum.  On the Israeli left, there are still some who believe that peace will come if the Israelis will just be nicer, more forgiving, and less focused on security.  Give them what they ask for.  The enemies of Israel will be happy with a bigger piece of our pie, or adorned with some whipped cream and a cherry.  This is magical thinking.  Since even before Israel’s founding in 1948, the Arab world has been of one mind when it comes to accepting the presence of the State of Israel in the Land of Israel.  Egypt and Jordan have been singular in their willingness to accommodate to the presence of Israel, even though their people are not exactly Zionists.  And in the aftermath of Israel’s withdrawal from southern Lebanon and Gaza, nearly all but the most committed of Israel’s accomodationist magic believers believe that actions like these will bear sweet fruit.  It is magical thinking to believe that if Israel builds a housing development in Jerusalem, peace will not come.  It is magical thinking to believe that the Palestinians are waiting for just the right offer, and then in response to that just the right offer said in just the right way, they will abandon their armed struggle.  Just be nice, and the enemies of Israel will play nice with us.  Magic.

On the Israeli right, some of the Jewish religious fanatics can be an ugly bunch, and even though we are all Jewish, these are not brothers and sisters that we would readily invite to our Shabbes table.  Some of the extreme on the Israeli right believe that God will protect them as they venture out and create outposts behind Arab towns and between Arab villages, or that somehow the Palestinian Arabs will simply disappear, especially if they poke them in their eye.  This is magical thinking.  They believe that God has given them permission to act ugly and speak ugly towards people who do not believe or conduct their lives the way they do, whether they happen to be Arabs, or secular Jews, or non-orthodox Jews, or even orthodox Jews of a different strip and outlook.  People who do ugly things because they believe that God permits them to do so are dangerous to the rest of the world, folks like us who seek the divine in the presence of the other.  Some on the Israeli right wing fringe are content to dig their heads in the sand and pretend that they are alone on their land without any cares or responsibilities for others.  They too are victims of their magical thinking.
The Palestinians have been victims of magical thinking since their first riots against Jewish immigration in 1920.  The Palestinians believe that they can wish away Tel Aviv and Rosh Ha’Ayin and Carmiel and Eilat and Petach Tikvah and Kiryat Shmona and Arad and Jerusalem.  They teach their people to believe that by blowing themselves up on busses or at pizza restaurants, that the seven million Israelis will walk away from their homes and families and businesses; or that they will push them into the sea.  The Palestinians have been superb at rhetoric.  “Let’s go back and argue 1948, and let’s argue human rights, and let’s argue our right to return to our grandfather’s orchards, and let’s argue from our lofty perch the moral power of our victimhood.”  That is magical thinking, as though my desire to return to my great great grandfather’s  home in Lod will actually get me there, will actually build schools to educate my children and provide them with playgrounds and safe roads and honest government  and universities and hospitals and ways for them to make an honest and satisfying living.  Go ahead and cloak yourself in the magical garment of your fervent dreams and your fantasies of revenge and recompense.  It will buy you another generation of emotional and moral cripples.  That is the destructive power of Palestinian magical thinking.
But everything that I have shared with you, so far, about the magical thinking of the Palestinians and some elements of the Israeli body politic is nothing new.  What troubles me tonight is the magical thinking of our President, Barack Obama.  Look friends, I am not privy to President Obama’s inner working or his private thoughts.  But his policies towards Israel and the Palestinians seem to be filled with magical thinking, and this magical thinking should raise concern to all parties in the Middle East.  I believe that President Obama came to the White House determined to not be his predecessor, George W. Bush, who himself seemed to me to be imbued with magical thinking, especially when it came to Iraq.  We can only hope and pray that Bush’s policies and Obama’s policies will yield some positive results when all is said and done.
There is no United States President who can, by force of will or height of stature create peace between Israel and the Palestinians.  It simply cannot be done.   The United States is not an aggrieved party in this struggle, and peace can only be made between the aggrieved parties.   I will tell you when peace will come, plain and simple, and in this there is no mystery.  Peace will come when the Palestinians say to the Israelis, “We will live side by side with you.  We are willing to share this tortured piece of holy property with you.  You can trust us that we will not teach our children to hate you and to blow themselves up at your discotheques and Passover seders.  We expect you to do right by us, and we pledge that we will do right by you, now let’s negotiate.”  As Presidents Bush, Clinton, Bush, Reagan, Carter, Ford, Nixon, Johnson, Kennedy, Eisenhower and Truman learned, if the parties themselves are not prepared to make peace, not prepared to live together, and do not trust one another, no amount of cajoling, arm twisting or humiliation by America’s Commander in Chief will produce results.  
Some history is instructive.  When Israel and Egypt made peace in 1979, it was because Egypt’s President Anwar Sadat journeyed to Jerusalem.  He met the right wing “intransigent” Menachem Begin, who, when he could trust President Sadat, withdrew from the entire Sinai Peninsula, three times the size of the state of Israel itself, abandoning the Jewish sea side city of Yamit and the Israeli hotel district of Taba.  In 1993, the Israeli government negotiated with the PLO, and withdrew in stages from Gaza and the West Bank, ceding control to Yassir Arafat.  They did so only because they thought Arafat trustworthy.  How wrong they were!  And in 1994, Israel and the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan signed a peace treaty, and Israel ceded territory during these negotiations, only because the two parties thought each other trustworthy.  And in 2005, Israel evacuated Gaza, which turned out to have had disastrous consequences for both the Gazans and the Israelis.  In none of these four situations, regardless of whoever was in power in Israel or in the United States, the President of the United States was not instrumental in obtaining peace or lasting concessions from these two parties.
It would appear that President Obama believes that by exacting concessions from the Israeli government, that he can squeeze out some peace between the two parties.  I only wish it were so.  President Obama and I share in this magical thinking.  The difference is:  I know enough to know that my magical thinking is nothing more than my fantasy.  Unfortunately, President Obama still believes that he can wrangle a peace between a Palestine that is ungovernable and unwilling to compromise, and an Israel that is appropriately obsessive about its security and the safety of its citizens.  And therein lies the crux of the matter.  It is as simple as that.
The events of the past month are disturbing to me and troubling to many American supporters of Israel.  On the day that Vice President Biden arrived in Israel, Prime Minister Netanyahu was caught by surprise and was outflanked by his right wing when a mid-level bureaucrat issued a press release stating that progress was being made on the already set in place plans to erect a new Jewish neighborhood in East Jerusalem.   This was bad form for the Israelis, and it embarrassed Vice President Biden.  Prime Minister Netanyahu apologized.  What has startled me, however, was that President Obama has chosen to grow this as an issue.  He made sure to tell Prime Minister Netanyahu and the world how angry he was, even to the point of snubbing his fellow head of state a week later in Washington.  He would have been much smarter and more effective if he would have decided to shrink this as an issue.  We all know that a planned apartment complex in Jerusalem will not be the beginning or the ending of a lasting peace between these two parties, if they are intent on achieving peace.
Growing the problem instead of shrinking the problem has these 4 unintended consequences:
1. It makes it harder for the Palestinians to negotiate.  They cannot accept less than what Obama says Israel must deliver.  Why on earth should an apartment complex be the sine qua non for peace in the region?
2. It makes Israel more edgy and less secure.  Let me assure you that Israel will be less inclined to make permanent concessions to the Palestinians if Israelis do not feel that they have the support of the United States.  People make peace when they feel secure, not when they feel anxious.
3. It feeds the growing isolation of Israel in the community of nations, which will make it less likely that either the Palestinians or the Israelis will see that it is to their advantage to give in to the other.

4. It may indeed cause a radical diminution of support in the American Jewish community, and among its pro-Israel allies for President Obama and his Israel policy, his foreign policy and his domestic policy agendas.  Jews had been among President Obama’s most hopeful and consistent supporters.  Now, many are unsure.  President Obama will, more than likely, have to re-earn his trust with the American Jewish community.  His administration maintained that the intransigence of the Israeli government puts American soldiers’ lives at risk.  This is demonstrably false.  There has never been a connection between the Israeli Palestinian conflict and the welfare of American soldiers.  And if that is President Obama’s primary concern, he might have thought differently about sending so many American men and women to Afghanistan.
There is enough magical thinking going on, in the West Bank, in Gaza, in Teheran, in Baghdad, in Riyadh, in Damascus, and even in Jerusalem—that magical thinking in Washington, DC is neither welcomed nor helpful.

So what should we expect from President Obama? We should expect him to make every effort to make the best case to each side to enable them to see their way to a future without conflict.  We should expect him to create an environment of trust with both sides of the conflict.  If he feels free to speak his truth to Israel’s Prime Minister so that it echoes throughout the world, he ought also to speak the truth to the Palestinians and the Arab nations, and to demand no less from them than that they give up their fantasies and show with concrete measures their acceptance of Israel and the end of this 90 year era of belligerency.  Once that happens, no force on earth will be able to stop the two peoples from creating peace.  And until that happens, no force on earth, whether we wish upon a four leaf clover, a shooting star or a broken wishbone, will be able to make peace.  And that has been the situation between Israel and the Palestinians since 1920, for the past 90 years.
We are American Jews, not Israelis.  Our goal must not be to defeat and diminish the Palestinians and rub their noses in their failures.  Our goal must not be to defend Israel at every juncture, even if her government makes mistakes.  Governments are like people in that they can make mistakes too.  Our goal as Americans must be to assure that our government, regardless of which ever president sits in the oval office, deals as an honest broker who can articulate the hopes of the peoples in this region, and not play to their fears and misunderstandings.  Magical thinking in the White House, in the Knesset and in the streets of Ramallah and Gaza will lead only to further distrust and disconnection.
President Obama has an opportunity now to pull back, to restart this engine, and to serve as a helpful agent to people on all sides to arrive at a solution which will provide dignity for all people.  I hope he can and will.

Let me end with Torah.  After Aaron witnessed the death of his beloved sons, he didn’t cry out to God.  He didn’t gnash his teeth, or tear his clothes.  He responded with silence.  And he picked himself up and moved on, carrying the people towards the Promised Land.  That is what I expect from my President, or from any great leader, that they should brush themselves off, pick themselves up, and carry us forward.  That is President Obama’s way forward.  To continue otherwise is just magical thinking.
Shabbat Shalom

