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I entitled my sermon this evening, “Why I am still a peace activist” and I will speak about philosophy, Israel and Torah.
First philosophy, about which I admittedly know little.  Ludwig Wittgenstein’s family roots harkened back to Jewish Vienna.  In the mid-nineteenth century, his grandparents had abandoned Judaism and embraced Christianity, and his father Karl was among the richest men in the world.  Ludwig was the baby of eight children, and they were all talented, brilliant and a bit crazy.  Three of his four brothers committed suicide.  Ludwig was one of the twentieth century’s greatest philosophers.  Ludwig Wittgenstein studied the phenomenon of language.  Essentially, he coined the term “language-game--Sprachspiel”, although this was not a game by any means.
Essentially, Wittgenstein maintained that words as they relate to concepts have no inherent or intrinsic meaning.  Instead they are social constructs, like the rules to a game.  For a game to be played, each player has to agree to the rules.  But the game is a closed system.  Only those people who agree with the rules can play successfully.  So it is with language.  We repeat the language often enough that the words assume common meaning.  But taken outside their context, the words have no common meaning at all.

I think about history a lot.  I remember the Lebanese Civil War during the 1970s and 1980s.  The radio announcer would call the Maronite Christian party “right-wing”.  Granted it had right wing roots from the 1930s, based upon the Spanish Civil War.  But in 1978, what precisely was right wing about these Christians fighting for their tribe and their privilege during this horrible war?  And their opponents were called “Left wing guerrillas”, evoking romantic images of Cuban revolutionaries or Spanish republicans.  But what exactly was “left wing” about these Muslim parties fighting for their tribe and their privilege.  Two religious groupings, among many in Lebanon, were fighting it out, but the world was playing a language game, taking old words and redefining them by giving them new meanings.  And we shaped our perceptions of the events by playing this language game.  For some, the right wingers were the good guys, and for others the left wingers were the good guys.  But what exactly did these terms mean? There was nothing right wing about these Christians.  They did not demand a smaller or less obtrusive government or advocate for family values.  And there was nothing particularly left wing about the Shiite militias which put women behind a veil and embraced suicide bombing as a means to drive out the infidel.  Left wing/right wing—what do these words actually mean?  This is a language game.
Here are two sentences that we heard over the past three weeks as a constant refrain:  A flotilla of “peace activists” left Turkey to break the illegal Israeli naval blockade of occupied Gaza to end the humanitarian catastrophe afflicting the Palestinians.  Israeli commandos boarded the largest of the ships and nine peace activists were murdered aboard the ship Marvi Mamara.

I want to share with you the language games that are contained within these two sentences, so you will better be able to think without being influenced by the words.
Language game #1.  Were the nine killed actually murdered?  It is apparent that although there were nine people killed aboard the ship, seven Israeli soldiers were also wounded, and some seriously.  Murder is a serious charge.  Murder requires intent.  If you want to be critical of Israel, be critical of the way she executed this takeover of the ship.  Be critical of the way Israeli intelligence apparently misread the level of resistance her soldiers would encounter.  Be critical of how they went in initially unarmed and had to have reinforcements brought on board to stabilize the situation and prevent the loss of Israeli life.  The killing was unfortunate indeed.  But this was not murder.  And Israel will investigate the operation, as it does whenever things do not go as planned.  And in the thick of battle, never do things go as planned.  Also, keep in mind, in fact, that the other 5 ships, smaller than the Mamara, were boarded without incident.
Language game #2.  The humanitarian catastrophe.  Let’s be honest.  Life is not comfortable for the citizens of Gaza.  There are reports coming out with pictures that life is just peachy in Gaza, and there are reports coming out with pictures that show intense suffering and anguish.  More than likely, the truth is somewhere in the middle.  The Gazans are ok, but are not as comfortable as they could be with a freer passage of goods and services.  It should be noted that Israel provided 566 truckloads of relief this past month, and they provide large scale relief every month, and Israelis provide critical medical care for Gaza.  But catastrophe?  Hardly.  The Hamas government refused to let the material come in, and as of this date, it remains in Israeli hands waiting for an entrée to Gaza.  Not quite the evidence of catastrophe.  The rules to free trade are these for the Hamas regime:
1. End the state of war against Israel and accept Israel’s right to exist as part of a two-state resolution to the conflict.

2. Return Gilad Shalit to his family.

3. Abide by past agreements signed by the Palestinian Authority.

Barring that, things will undoubtedly continue pretty much as before.

Language game #3.  Occupied Gaza.  It seems to me that Gaza is occupied by the Hamas leadership that purged all of its political opponents.  In 2005, every Jew was evicted from their homes and businesses by the Israeli government to un-occupy Gaza.  The only Jew left in Gaza is Gilad Shalit, held prisoner now for 4 years after being abducted from Israeli soil.  Who actually is occupying Gaza?
Language game #4.  Illegal Israeli naval blockade.  Why is Israel’s naval blockade illegal?  Hamas is in a state of war with Israel, and has showered its cities with rockets and kidnapped its soldiers.  What exactly is illegal about keeping Hamas from openly importing weaponry?  Twice before, in 2005 and 2009, large shipments of deadly weaponry from Iran were confiscated by Israeli ships before they landed on the shores of Gaza.  I am not a lawyer, but I cannot conceive of why a nation is not allowed to prevent its enemies from importing weaponry which will be turned against them as weapons of war.  Every nation in the world does this, including the United States, and every nation is justified in protecting the lives and property of its citizens.  Furthermore, Egypt too is blockading the Hamas regime in Gaza, and Palestinian Authority President Mahmood Abbas told President Obama that he wants to see the blockade continue so that Hamas does not get more sophisticated weapons.
Language game #5.  People coming to Hamas controlled Gaza were “peace activists”.  Just what exactly is peaceful about people trying to break a naval blockade which would result in enabling Hamas to import advanced weaponry.  Some of the peace activists were woefully naïve.  And we know from the evidence aboard the Marvi Mamara that some had maliciously planned to do battle.  One does not make peace by saying the word “peace” and proclaiming “peace” and identifying with the suffering.  Peace comes with justice, and peace comes by taking away the ability of those who would do harm to do harm.  One cannot say to an organization like Hamas that you can arm yourselves and battle others and put the lives of innocents at risk, and also say that you are a peace activist.  That is a language game too, and it makes a perversion of peace.
So I am a peace activist.  I want to see those who would kill civilians, those who are relentless in their battle against Israel, those who would destroy the lives of their own children in order to kill Jewish children, those who would rather not have a state of their own if it demands the acceptance of the reality and legitimacy of the Jewish state of Israel, even after 62 years—I want to see all those people deterred from their violent actions and their baseless hatred.  I want to see all those people who think that Jews should “Get the hell out of Palestine” and go back to Poland and Germany, and add Baghdad, Yemen, Moscow, Marrakesh, and Cairo to the mix, I want to see them be ashamed for their ignorance and their prejudice.  They may use the word peace, but they are not peace activists.  Instead, they stir things up to create violence.
I am a peace activist.  I want what is good for Israel and what is good for Israel’s adversaries.  Unlike these ersatz peace activists, I want to see each person living in this disputed land to have the things they need to create happy and productive lives. I am a peace activist because I hate to see others, who describe themselves as peace activists, teaching their children to hate Jews, to be willing to blow up themselves and others in a murderous rampage of baseless hatred.  These other people who call themselves peace activists are playing a language game.
One more language game.  For some in the American Jewish Community, it has become again fashionable to be critical of Israel in the name of love for Israel. I, for one, do not understand this.  I can tell you lots of things about Israel that I don’t like, and lots of things that need improving.  I can tell you lots of things about my children that I don’t like, and lots of things that need improving.  But, I promise you this.  I do not diss my children in public.  I do not feign love by offering relentless criticism.  I treat them as people, as the individuals they are.  I know that in the real world, there are plenty of people out there who are happy to bring down the people I love, to criticize them and to diminish them in their own eyes.  I am their father.  And, my friends, nobody will stand up for my kids more when they are hurting than me.  Nobody.

But there are some in the Jewish community who feel a responsibility to offer rebuke and chastisements, and do so in the name of love.  If you want to offer love to your lover, offer comfort and understanding.  But some in our Jewish world play a language game.  They look at Israel when she is being knocked down and dragged through the mud by almost every nation in the world, when the United Nations fixes its unrelenting glare on Israel to the exclusion of real human rights hot spots (like Korea, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Chechnya, Sudan, Iran, Zimbabwe, Pakistan, Venezuela and the Congo to name a few of planet earth’s garden spots); and they say, “I love you, and you suck.”  Somehow to me, this is a language game too.  These Jews are not lovers of Israel.  They love their Judaism and their values, but their Jewish brothers and sisters who are hurting in Israel, well they might actually deserve the calumny the world is dishing out to them.
If I were a recipient of that kind of love, when the whole world has turned against me, I would plead from my lover, “Please, love me less.”  You see, this kind of love is a language game.
Now for Torah, and I will conclude.  This is parashat chukkat.  The children of Israel are thirsty.  They have lost their water.  It is hot.  They plead with Moses and Aaron.  They are scared they will die.  Moses and Aaron approach God, Who tells them to go to the rock and speak to it and the rock will gush forth enough water to provide more than enough for them and their animals.  Moses gathers the people before the rock, and approaches the rock, and shouts out, “Listen you rebels, shall we bring forth water from this rock?”, and he slams it with his staff.  Water gushed out.  But God punished Moses for his sin.  
What exactly was Moses’ sin?  Some of our sages say that he disobeyed God by hitting the rock instead of speaking to it.  Some say it was because he said, “Shall we bring water from the rock?”  We, and not God—claiming credit for himself and his brother the miracle that God had wrought. Others say that it was because Moses called the children of Israel, his children, the ones in his care, the people he had sworn to lead, the children of Israel who were thirsty and frightened and they saw no water and the wells had disappeared and they thought they were going to die then and there in that barren desert, he called them rebels.  But they weren’t rebels.  They were thirsty children.  Thirsty children.  That was Moses’ sin.  He lost all empathy for his people.  He lost touch with his family.  God said, “Moses, you are the rebel.  You belong to this generation.  You have lost your care and concern for thirsty and beleaguered people.  They are not rebels, Moses.  They are thirsty people.  Scared people.  Thirsty people.”  At times like this, we Jews in America are called to love our brothers and sisters even more as they struggle against a relentless adversary.
They are my people.  They may make mistakes.  But I know what is in their hearts.  I know what hurts them.  I know that they desire peace for themselves and their children.  They are not rebels.  They are Jews.  They are my Jews.

Wittgenstein was right after all.  At the end of the day, no matter how you slice it or dice it or turn it this way or that, it is after all, all a language game.

Shabbat Shalom
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