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I sometimes think the two most important words of the Torah are not the most familiar ones.  Not Shema, or Yisrael, or Shalom.  Not even a word from the Ten Commandments.  For me, the two most important words of the Torah come from the Book of Exodus (32:7), after Moses has ascended Mt. Sinai to receive the commandments, and God says to Moses – Lech, Reyd.  Lech means “Get going.”  Reyd means “Go down.”  When God turns to the Moses who has basked in the divine light for forty days and forty nights on top of the mountain and says Lech, Reyd, God is saying – it is time to take this covenant out of the rarefied air of mystical isolation.  Go down the mountain with it, Moses – because this covenant of ours, this Judaism of ours, is meant to live in the world.  Not just on mountaintops where vision is clear and clean and pure, but in the inevitable messiness of what it means to try to carry our ideas and ideals onto the path of the everyday.    
That means that for all of our fretting about the relationship between religion and politics, the Jewish tradition is by its nature profoundly political – because it is concerned with how laws and practices play out among human beings in a polity – in a society governed by laws and norms and the human beings we entrust to apply them.  In fact, the ancient rabbis were quite comfortable – sometimes more comfortable than we are – reading the texts of our tradition through a political frame.  For example, the rabbis sometimes read the Joseph story we conclude this week – which we know so well as a story about fraternal jealousy and betrayal and forgiveness - as a political allegory:  a story that is not really about Joseph at all, but about the qualities that his big brother Judah showed which allowed Judah to eventually become the dominant tribe in the political configuration of ancient Israel. 
One of the most famous examples of a political reading comes in the rabbinic interpretation of Jacob’s famous dream of the ladder, with the angels ascending and descending upon it.  Those angels have received myriad interpretations in our tradition.  Are they Jacob’s guardian angels, protecting him as he runs for his life from his brother Esau?  Are they messengers of God, communicating a sense of safety and security to him as he carries the covenant forward?  Perhaps.  


But perhaps, our rabbis taught, the angels represent something else altogether.  Perhaps the angels are the future empires of the world, which like the angels on the ladder, would rise and fall in their dominance over Israel. And so one of our oldest midrashim (Leviticus Rabbah 29:12) teaches that the angels were the guardian Princes of the nations of the world – the Prince of Babylon ascending and descending, the Prince of Media ascending and descending, the prince of Greece ascending and descending, the prince of Rome ascending and descending.  And in this radical re-reading of the biblical text, God says to Jacob, “Now you should ascend the ladder.”  But Jacob, who has seen the other nations rise and fall, is afraid.  So he stays off the ladder.  
Jacob, in this reading, as my friend and colleague Dr. Michael Marmur teaches, is afraid to ascend the ladder of power and sovereignty, afraid to enter history, afraid to enter the flow of nations and power, precisely because he sees the rise and fall of those sovereign nations – because he sees the pull that gravity exerts on human fortune and fate.  Jacob is afraid of what might happen if he steps onto the ladder of power, and so he remains outside of history.
But then we flash forward to 1948, when Jewish sovereignty was gloriously reborn for he first time in almost 2000 years – when, with the founding of the State of Israel as the third Jewish commonwealth, this people of ours grasped the rungs of the ladder of history with all our strength, with all our spirit, with all our hearts.  And in ascending that ladder, we assumed its risks – the risks now not of powerlessness, not of the ghetto or the pogrom or the death camp, but the risks of power – of how to use power justly, of how to use power for the ethical necessities of preserving ones own people, and acting with as much restraint as possible towards the populations of others.  
It is, in some ways, much easier to stay off the ladder – to be the victim, to never wrestle with the just use of force.  Easier, that is, until you realize that suffering is not a moral achievement.  Easier until you realize that being decimated by genocide is not a victory – either existentially or ethically.  Easier until you remember that our rabbis taught regarding the commandments, “v’chai bahem” – you are meant to live by them - and you cannot keep the loftiest of our ethical mitzvoth if you are dead.  And so, in 1948, and in every war to defend Israel since, we have held to the ladder, and recognized its risks.  In 1948, and in every war since, we have chosen the risks of power, and prayed and struggled to use that power justly.
And so the excruciating realities of the Israeli action in Gaza.  For eight years, Hamas rockets had pounded the small Israeli town of Sderot.  Sderot is not exactly a garden spot on the map of Israel – as our teacher Paul Liptz describes it, a lower middle class town whose inhabitants don’t really have money to sell their apartments and move anywhere else.  For eight years, families have had fifteen seconds from the sounding of the alarms to make it to their shelters.  Eight years of terrified children.  Eight years of a playground where the brightly painted caterpillar doubles as a climbing element on the outside, but is hollow on the inside because it leads to an underground shelter for the children.  
When Hamas took control of Gaza in 2005, the attacks increased dramatically – in frequency, and in the range of the rockets, which could now reach cities further into Israel.  A government in fact has an ethical responsibility to protect its citizens, and eventually Israel had to act – long after, by the way, the citizens of Sderot would have liked.  On the ladder of history, Israel responded to constant attack with force designed to stop the rockets, weaken Hamas and put an end to arms smuggling into Gaza from Egypt.
And this is where I get nauseous.  Nauseous because in doing what it has a right and a responsibility to do – to resist an enemy which locates it forces among civilian populations – Israel inevitably ends up bringing violence and death to non-combatants.  I could say it more euphemistically, but that would be dishonest.  I stand here convinced that Israel is engaged in just action, and convinced that some of the consequences of this just action are tragic.  
Of course since we are Jews, there is plenty of room for argument.  Anshel Pfeffer, a correspondent for Ha’aretz, Israel’s version of the New York Times, portrays the debate within the Diaspora Jewish community as having three camps.  The first group he calls “the large number of … flag-wavers, good and innocent Zionists and Jews who see only the trauma inflicted on the people of Sderot, Ashkelon and other parts of the country’s south-west.” The second group Pfeffer sardonically describes as those on the far left who “feel compelled to atone for Israel’s manifold sins and join its enemies in the demonstrations and sign petitions accusing the Zionist entity of war crimes.”  And then there is the third stream, where I think I find myself:  “those who have more complex and uncomfortable feelings on the matter.  They care deeply for Israel and understand even why its government felt compelled to launch the operation, but they are extremely disturbed and hurt by the level of civilian deaths and destruction that almost seems part and parcel of the action.”
The argument is all over the internet.  Jewish peace organizations like the newly formed J Street called for an immediate cease-fire in order to stop the harm to Gazan civilians, and to stop military action before all potential for even a cold peace is destroyed by further footage of dead children on the streets of Gaza.  Rabbi Eric Yoffie, President of the URJ, wrote an op-ed article in the Forward in which he called the J Street position morally deficient and naïve for its assumption that Israel should cease operations any sooner than Israel felt necessary for its own security. 

Opinion fragments on questions of goals – if the Israelis intend to do what it has stated, which is to weaken Hamas, will that be enough if Hamas, devoted to Israel’s destruction, is not actually removed from power?  But if Hamas is removed from power, what will fill the vacuum that is left?  Re-occupation by Israel is almost universally seen as an undesirable outcome, and nobody really believes that Fatah will ride into power in Gaza on the back of Israeli tanks.  So the stated objective seems to make the most sense.  
What’s interesting is that almost nobody on the political spectrum, including the left-leaning parties in Israel, condemns the initiation of this action.  90% of the Israeli population favored taking arms against Hamas.  Israelis are encouraged by the lessons the military has learned from the disastrous actions in Lebanon a few years ago.  Even representatives of leftist parties like Meretz say that they support the objective of this action, but not the means.  What just about everyone agrees upon is that Israel should stop as soon as possible, but not before eliminating rocket fire, and weakening Hamas significantly, and not before guaranteeing – whether diplomatically or militarily - against the flow of arms that would allow Hamas to re-arm once a ceasefire takes place.  
And we find ourselves clinging to the painful rungs of history – where Israel has a moral obligation to defend its citizens, where we as Jews feel an obligation to defend Israel against all the one-sided and facile criticism of world opinion, and where we are deeply troubled, deeply pained, by the loss of innocent life on both sides of the conflict.  
We cling to the ladder, but we do not stand still, or stay quiet.  We have an obligation to make sure that the new administration understands the American responsibility to lead a diplomatic process towards a cessation of hostilities, towards security for Israel as our invaluable ally, and maybe someday towards a comprehensive peace.  We have an obligation to support humanitarian aid – to the members of our Jewish family who are suffering in Southern Israel, and to organizations helping innocent Gazan children to survive this show of force.  We have an obligation to stay informed and to resist the simplicities at either end of the political spectrum.  
And finally, I believe, we have an obligation to pray.  For peace and safety on both sides of the border.  For the children who have cowered for too long in those hollowed caterpillars on the playgrounds of Sderot, and the children on the streets of Gaza City – may God keep them safe from harm.  For the Israeli soldiers defending the right of the Jewish state to exist, of our Israeli brothers and sisters to live in security and peace.  For Israel’s leaders, who confront excruciating decisions about achieving military objectives in the face of a terrorist enemy – who must somehow find a way to secure Israeli lives and at the same time take every conceivable measure to protect innocent Gazan lives amidst the Hamas terrorists who seek our destruction.  
And we pray for our own courage and confidence at the foot of the mountain.  Lech, Reyd, God said to Moses – take your tradition into the world now.  Live by it, and honor life by it.  Make it your horizon, and keep yourselves safe and sure so that your horizon is always within sight, even amidst the fogs of war.  It is time to come down off the mountain, and to ascend the ladder of history:  in justice, in hope, in peace.  Amen.  
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