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I was in the mall when I first learned about the beginning of the IDF’s ground campaign in Gaza.  The shopping center in Ramat Aviv is probably the most beautiful mall in the Tel Aviv area, and at the time that the news broke, we were sitting in an upscale espresso bar, sipping our perfectly crafted lattes, when we saw the footage of Israeli tanks rolling into Gaza, broadcast on a large sleek flat-screen TV.  As the news continued, other shoppers stopped by to watch the headlines crawl by at the bottom of the news screen.

That moment reminded me again just how different Israel is from the United States.  No one gasped or grabbed their cell phones to make frantic phone calls home.  No one shouted for quiet so they could hear the news anchors speak.  People just stopped for a moment to watch, and then they ordered their coffee and moved on to continue shopping at the mall’s prestigious boutiques.

From an American perspective, it’s surprising that there is so little anxiety in Tel Aviv over military action taking place roughly as far away as Temple Emanu-El is from downtown Ft. Worth.  And it is also surprising for me now, in retrospect, that there was no debate there over the kinds of things that I found people discussing here when I returned home.  Israelis aren’t having any significant internal debate about whether their country has the right to defend itself.  They’re not discussing whether retaliation against Hamas is morally appropriate or whether the inevitable civilian casualties make the operation a bad idea.  Israelis aren’t as concerned with the question of “proportional responses” as we are, nor do they believe that Israel needs to hold its fire every time Hamas fires at Israel from civilian areas in the hopes of being sheltered by human shields.

The lack of debate over these questions does not mean that Israelis are callous or generally hawkish about war.  There is no debate about these things because, despite their tough exteriors and their bravado, Israelis know that it is not a sustainable situation for the lives of hundreds of thousands of their neighbors and relatives to hang on the whim of a terror organization.

Israel already knows that shares every sovereign nation’s obligation to protect its citizens, approximately one-tenth of whom now live within range of missiles fired from Gaza.  There is no debate among Israelis about whether or not to stem the flow of the thousands of rockets that have flown out of Gaza in the past 8 years.  There is no debate about the fact that Israel’s unilateral withdrawal in 2005 did not, as we might have hoped, lead to a stable, peace-seeking, autonomous Palestinian community in Gaza.

Israelis know that the decision last week to bar children from attending school and shuttering the businesses in Sderot and Ashdod was the right one from a security perspective, but that it’s hardly a way for life in those cities to go on in the long term.  Among Israelis, the debate over whether or not Israel had to act is a moot point.  Instead, the question that I heard most often was: What happens next?  In the beginning stages of Operation Cast Lead, the government was very cagey about its overall military objectives; they weren’t saying much about whether the point was to topple Hamas completely, or simply to disable the infrastructure that allows missiles to be fired into Israel.  Without clear and public statements about the government’s vision of Gaza in the future, the big question for Israelis now is: How will we know if we’ve won?

Some Israelis I spoke with told me that Israel must ensure that Hamas will be pressured into accepting a peace agreement.  Other voices hold that Israel cannot stop the attacks until Gaza is utterly decimated.  Just today, Musa Abu Marzouq, the deputy head of Hamas’s political bureau, weighed in on the indicators of victory.  He told Al Jazeera that if after the war Hamas remains able to launch a single rocket into Israel, it will have shown the world that Israel lost.

I think the most upsetting response I received came from a cousin of mine who is a career officer in the Air Force.  When I asked him about the objectives of the Operation, he told me that there was only one goal, and it was quite simple.  “If we want to win,” he told me, “all we have to do is show the Palestinians that we are just as crazy as they are.”
You’ll pardon me for sounding somewhat undiplomatic, but my cousin’s words really upset me because, frankly, the main reason I remain so proud of Israel is the fact that Israel isn’t as crazy as its enemies.  This is precisely what has always made me so proud of my Jewish identity, of my Israeli citizenship.
If we were as crazy as our enemies, our policy toward the Palestinians would have been markedly different up to this point.  We never would have allowed medical aid and food into Gaza from Israel, even when its Arab neighbors in Egypt would not.  We would not have held back from targeting strategic areas in Gaza that risked the loss of civilian life when doing so cost us tactical advantage.  We might have chosen to enact religious or political reprisal upon Israeli Arabs, but we have not.  When Arab citizens of Israel are killed by Hamas rockets, we have mourned them just as deeply as Jewish citizens because they are ours too.  That may well be crazy, but it’s a uniquely Israeli form of craziness, and I challenge you to find another nation in the Middle East that shares it.

Despite its foibles, despite its inscrutable decisions at countless times over the years, despite its own infuriating conduct, Israel has shown that it aspires to ideals of statehood beyond the standards held by its neighbors.  That is why I remain a Zionist.  I am a Zionist not because I believe that God gave us Israel in the Bible, or because I believe that we need Israel today as a safe haven in which to hide from the world’s anti-Semitism.  I am a Zionist because I believe that a sovereign Jewish nation provides us with the unique opportunity to fulfill the religious obligation of serving as a light unto the nations.

For me, loving Israel means knowing that she can show the world the best way for a modern democracy to conduct itself.  It means believing that her courtrooms can teach the world about the highest ideas of justice and mercy.  It means having confidence that she can serve as an international provider of great culture and art, that she can create academies of religious and secular learning without allowing their towers to become cut off from reality.  It means having faith that her parliament and her classrooms and even her military bases can show the world what a modern democracy can be, and what it ought to be.  For me, that is what Zionism means.
Don’t get me wrong – on countless occasions over the years, Israel has chosen NOT to make those decisions.  It has opted to side with fundamentalist Jews in its war against fundamentalist Muslims, and it has subsidized land-grabs of its own in order to gain advantage against the same tactics from the Palestinians.  It has chosen to pour tax revenue into ultra-orthodox yeshivas and seminaries instead of universities and research institutions.  But in the end, progressive democratic values must prevail in Israel.  The reason that this operation is so wrenching – and the reason Israelis are worried chiefly about what will happen in the long run – is that the way the war is won will ultimately have a profound impact on how those democratic values emerge from the fiery crucible of this most painful of national decisions.
Israel had no choice about whether or not to go to war.  It had no choice about taking decisive action to stop the rain of missiles from Gaza.  But the operation’s inevitability does not make it painless.  No nation – let alone one built on religious ideals – cherishes the prospect of seeing innocent blood spilled.  It has been said that Palestinian extremists will always have a certain advantage over Israel, because they know that Israel cannot stand to lose its soldiers in the line of duty, while the terrorists simply cannot stand to lose.  If Israel does not prevail in this conflict, that will be the reason why.
But in general, I’m proud of how Israel has made its decisions.  I am proud of its army’s strength just as I am proud of those shoppers in the mall who refused to let the rockets keep them from the mundane pleasures of new shoes and cappuccino.  I am proud to be a Zionist for many of the same reasons that I am patriotic about my own country.  Because I believe that the way we run our countries can reflect the best parts of our national and individual character.
In this difficult time, Israel needs us.  It needs our support, it needs our attention, and it needs our prayers.  This does not mean giving Israel a blank check when it comes to its conduct in war.  Because, with apologies to my cousin, Israel will not prevail in this conflict by becoming as crazy as possible.  Israel will prevail only if it remembers two things: First, to survive physically, Israel must be stronger than its neighbors.  But second, to survive spiritually, Israel must be saner than its neighbors.  And when she succeeds in doing both, she will prevail.
That is the great promise that Zionism offers us.  It is the highest goal that all lovers of Israel aspire to.  And it is the vision that remains before me as I pray on this Shabbat: May this be God’s will.

Shabbat shalom.
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