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FOREWORD TO THE ENGLISH
EDITION

By ITS VERY NATURE, THE EMERGENCE OF A BOOK INTO THE world is
a slow process. Ideas are mitially groomed in thought and imagnation. Form is
conceived by reason, and the words deliver the fiuits of the mind—a book brimming
with expression. Then it is laid on the table and awaits the verdict: Will they buy it?
Will they read it? Will they agree? Will they object? And perhaps, God forbid, the
worst will happen—they will ignore it.

This book tells of pain and, only in part, of hope. It tells the story of my parents
and of their destroyed worlds, of the state of Israel, of Jewish and human society in
which eyes are still shut, where people dream of distant stories as though they were
concrete reality; about me and those dear to me, who live in Israel and try to establish
for ourselves a new Jewish universe that is different from the travails of Jewish
history.

Fear and concern were my close companions during the writing of this book.
Throughout the process of converting my thoughts into words, I relied on, conversed,
and consulted ceaselessly with Yael, my spouse and life partner. When the time came
to release the book in Israel, T told her that if it did not cause a fierce backlash, then
Israel must already be dying. The book makes harsh criticisns; it challenges old-
fashioned ideas, questions existential foundations, argues with sanctified truths,
attempts to replace rigid national dogmas with new universal paradigns. And Yael,
with her wisdom and patience that is so Jewish, sought to mitigate my tempest and
bade me to wait. Anxious just like I was, anxious for me.

We both knew that a towering wave awaited us. After all, it is not every day that a
man who was once at the heart of the Israeli establishment gets up and thinks aloud.
A man who was accompanied by heavy security because he was one of the Israel’s
“symbols of the state” does not ask questions, certainly not ones that are too tough.
It is customary upon reaching these lofty echelons to provide only answers, to offer
sedatives to dampen a painful reality, a verbal placebo. From the moment that the



word “former” is attached to your title, you are eternally obliged to represent a
plethora of things that you do not necessarily agree with or wish to represent. You
become a passive memorial; presentable and dignified—yes, but doubting the present
path and its justness? Never!

This is how many perceive a never-ending public service. Whereas I, having many
“formers™ hanging on my name, perceive my service in an entirely different way, one
that does not part with my internal truth even when this truth it is not shared by the
majority. Even today, when its foothold remains limited, and tenuous. Because its day
will come. These thoughts were burning inside me.

For too many years I lived in the warm embrace of institutionalized elusiveness and
was a part of it. I was very comfortable there. Comfortable, but not necessarily
responsible.

One of'the deepest reasons I chose to leave Israeli politics was the growing feeling
that Israel had become a kingdom without prophecy. On the face of it, everything is
working: decisions are being made, actions executed. But where are we headed? No
one knows. The tired oarsmen are rowing in the ship’s hold but remain in the dark.
The junior officers are looking up to the senior captains who cannot see beyond the
next waves, as they charge, crest, crash, and wane. Because even the lookout at the
crow’s nest has climbed back down long ago, and we have no one to watch and
relentlessly search for the next Israeli and Jewish continent.

My perception of the Jewish people and the essence of Judaism forbid me from
leading such a lifte—without a compass and direction. I was taught from infancy that
the Jewish people never existed merely in order to exist, we never survived just to
survive, we never just carried on in order to carry on. Jewish existence has always
been directed upward: not just to the Father, the King, up in the heavens, but up
toward the great human calling. We sought freedom in the days of Egyptian slavery,
the constitution of justice and equality in the days of Sinai and the journeys in the
desert, and universal humanism in the days of the great prophets; the Great Eagle,
Maimonides, optimistically strove to put an end to conquests and subjugation of the
Jewish people in the Middle Ages.

Even the Zionist idea was not merely a fascinating quest for saving the Jewish
people from a wrathful and violent anti-Semite persecutor, but a heroic attempt to
establish a model society that would prove to us and everyone else that there is a



viable, alternative political reality, based, in a nutshell, on the principle: “What is
hateful to thee, do not do unto thy fellow.” This great call has become mute and silent
in Israel of recent years. Concern for a secure livelihood and material welfare from
within, and the bloodshed and existential threats from without have halted public
discussion about social values and pulled the curtains on the horizons of thought and
vision.

I wrote this book in order to open up the heart, mouth, and eyes for a new vision. I
have tried to touch on our maladies and afflictions and to offer preliminary directions
of cure and recovery on the road to a new national and global vision for the Jewish
people. Many have already accepted my words with much love. They read the book,
sent me letters, embraced me on the street. Others, who are many more, have come
forward with vociferous objections: protesting, angry, assailing, and aggressive.

A few days after this book came out in Israel, I was standing in line on a city street.
An old man approached me from across the velvet rope and told me with a sullen
face:

“Burg, I'm very angry with you!

“Why?” I asked.

“Because of what you wrote.”

“And what did I write?”

“You wrote against the Holocaust!”

“And you?” I wondered aloud, “would you write in support of the Holocaust?”

Our exchange ended in silence. He went his way and I went mine, and the question
remained unanswered and unresolved. What had angered that honest man when he
approached me gave an insight into his mind and those of many others. I had placed
harsh truths and mirrors before the face of Israel. I wasn’t always gentle. At times I
lacked the greater compassion that is essential for packaging painful messages. We
have many wailers among us and 1 did not wipe all their tears. My voice was loud
and dissonant because the noise and commotion have, for too many years, prevented

us from hearing anything,

12



This is how I explain the fierce public debate that broke out immediately after my
musings were published.

Mine is a testimony to Israel’s ailments and a response to its cry for help. These
days Israel has no guide for the perplexed; values have been blurred, mutual support
is disintegrating and becoming riddled with holes, the diplomatic road to peace is
blocked and gloomy. From the outside, Iran, Gaza, and the realities of demographics
and population loom, and a public debate on the future of our tormented state barely
exists. The political system is fatiguned and remains outside of the piercing discussion
on the fimdamental questions of our lives and of the quest for new answers. This is
why I wrote this book.

It took several years. My opponents were not always careful to present my ideas
in full. Perhaps the book and its argument were too much for them to bear. This is
natural, because we always find it easier to stick with what we know rather than
trying to find new alternatives, like the ones that I propose in this book. My hopes are
for a new humanism, a rejuvenated Judaism, for less traumatic interfaces of trust with
the world; my positions and suggestions are ways to emerge from national trauma and
turn weakness into strength, by offering alternative quests to high school students and
proposing changes in the school curriculum and a different, more Jewish, way to
commemorate the destruction of Furopean Jewry—I understand these things will
take time to catch on. They await the slower, moderate, and deep reaction that is still
to come. Through the thicket of daily hardships and the screaming headlines it is not
easy to imagine my vision for Israel as a generator of a large global peace process,
and my belief that our entire existence should be motivated by a perpetual
responsibility for the world’s well-being. 1 strive toward a Jewish people that say,
“Never again” not just for us Jews, but for every suffering victim in the world today,
who I hope will enjoy the support and protection of the Jews, yesterday’s victims
who defeated Hitler. This is not yet the majority opinion in Israel. Not yet.

These issues go beyond the classic dichotomy of right and left. The Israeli right has
nothing to offer but sword and messiah until the day of peace comes, and in general,
once peace is achieved, the left will have nothing to offer in terms of new spiritual
content. In my books and statements I join the rising Israeli voices who are
attempting to outline the fiture Israeli landscape. We seek to add humaneness and
universalism to the old equations and new dimensions of value-based content and
national existence. We propose a life of trust, not a reality composed of nothing but



endless trauma. All those who are prepared to ask the tough questions, even if our
answers are utterly different, and those who, with hand on heart, confess, “We are
anxious,” are my partners. And there are many of us.

When President George W. Bush declares a war that may seal my fate for better
or worse, I must openly defend myself from him and the manipulations of an Israeli
lobby that encourages dual loyalties. When force is used in France to prevent an
essential dialogue with second-generation immigrants, this is also my concern. And
when I have influence, I do my best to exert it. Because this is also part of my
Jewishness. This is my dual responsibility, as a human being and as a Jew.

I have been asked time and again what my father, Shlomo Yosef Burg, would have
said. My beloved father was utterly different from the image that people had
constructed of him in their hearts and memories. I have no doubt that he would agree
with most of what I say. Where we might disagree (particularly in relation to his
position that supported the religious character of the state), he would argue with me
like a Jew, not like an Israeli. The Israeli would raise his hand to strike and hiss:
“Who do you think you are?”” and once I was disqualified (by personal veto) he
would exempt hinself from my questions. The Talmudic Jew, on the other hand,
would try to understand: “What is it that you are trying to argue here?” He would
follow e to the root of my argument and decide whether to adopt my suggestions
and change his mind, or whether to return to his mitial position. He would always
leave the opposing position intact, documented, and respected, knowing that today’s
opposing opinion may become tomorrow’s majority vote.

In the meantime, I would tell him, my father, this book’s protagonist: There is room
for hope. People ask, argue, and seek answers. And I, with them, am looking for the
solution to the current Israeli frustration. This is how we will truly defeat Hitler.

In my life T have been nvolved in many disputes and controversial confrontations.
Polemic is not foreign to me. I am a great believer in dispute as part of the act of
creation. Indifferent or subservient people and lame or worn ideas do not fertilize or
bring to lift new worlds. Only debate is capable of giving birth to humanity and
humaneness. This is how I understand the culture of Jewish debate, a debate for the
eternal renewal of the world. But never before have I witnessed a debate with such a



precise characterization of supporters and opponents as I have this time. The vast
majority of the angriest opponents were in their fifties or older, and most of the
supportive and interested readers were young—in their teens, twenties and thirties.
Israel’s well-to-do and smug elders were unable to contain their anger at me for
having dared to question and examine the sanctified axions of the life that they have
established at such a dear price with their bodies, souls, and sacrifices. Whereas the
young, sensing that something is amiss, hollow, or fake in the “‘canonical” Israeli being,
sought me out, and they were many. They came to see me of their own accord, not
necessarily to hear my answers, but always out of a wish to partake of the
questioning process. Maybe the message is that they are of the generation of hope,
precisely because they take nothing for granted and they are constantly searching for
openness, believe that there is a different, better way. Better than my parents’ way
and even mine. The members of my children’s generation are the source of infinite
optimism, I feel, in relation to my people and homeland.

For many long weeks the debates resonated in various Israeli arenas. There were
blunt rejections and warm receptions—indifference was the only missing reaction.
Israel emerged, assuaging my initial anxieties. I did not have to wait long, as Yael had
predicted, to see it. Israel, as I learned once more to my delight, is still a very healthy
society that responded with great emotion to its reflection on the mirror I placed
before its face. True, we suffered harsh childhood illnesses as a young state while
battling the symptoms characteristic of a 4,000-year-old nation, but all in all, hope is
still here.

Now, the book has been published in other languages and I am once more ridden
with anxiety. Can a foreigner understand Israeli intimacy? Is it possible for someone
who is not part of the Jewish family to perceive the loving tension that characterizes
family members who sometimes do not see eye to eye with one another and yet
remain whole? Will there be people who take my words, distort them and use them
as weapons against me, against my nation? Probably. Because those who hate never
take into consideration the wounds of those who love. But is this reason enough to
keep silent? Isn’t silence a greater threat and risk? And generally, the new and old
enemies of the Jewish people coexist with the current reality, whereas I, the son of
national sovereignty and its independence, am no longer willing to allow the anti-
Semite from without or the coward and conformist from within to define for me the
boundaries of public discourse and discussion.



1 pray that among my readership abroad, those of my kin and those who are not,
there will be some who would understand that Jewish and Israeli society is among the
most incredible on earth. Not only is it an open society where one is allowed to think
and say everything, people are free to do this excess. Today’s Israel is the microcosm
of the entire world in the same way that the world is Israel’s macrocosm. If you wish
to understand the world, try to decipher Israel, and if you wish to understand Israel,
examine the world within which you live. This is why this book is not only a
constructive criticism of Israel. This is a book about the whole of humanity, about
people good and bad, about human beings who are haunted by trauma and their
brothers who are searching for trust. This is a book filled with tears, some of which
are shed with great sadness for what has been, and some from happiness about the
good that can and will come. And what will become of the world? It is all in our
hands. So treat the world and us, Israelis and Jews, with understanding. Because we
are two sides of the same coin.






CHAPTER 1
MY ROOTS



I WAS BORN IN JANUARY 1955 IN GERMANY, SO TO SPEAK. REHAVIA
IS the “Little Germany” of Jerusalem, where I was born and raised. It was a literary
place, and bore the promise of prosperity. The streets were named after Moshe Ben
Maimon, Maimoni des, Avraham Ibn Ezra, and Shlomo Ibn Gvirol, the medieval
scholars and poets of the Iberian Golden Age. The glory of that period was renewed
half a milennum later in Germany’s modern age, which produced Moses
Mendelssohn, Heirich Heine, Walter Benjamin, Franz Rosenzweig, and the
wonderful Else Lasker-Schiiler. This grand but slowly dying German-Jewish tradition
found its way to Rehavia, its final refige. At the time, there were few places like this,
in Israel or elsewhere, where modern Bauhaus architecture distinguished houses on
the outside and heavy, leather-bound German libraries filled the inside.

As a young boy, I often would see Martin Buber pacing softly up and down the
street. I used to think that all streets had Martin Bubers of their own. The Nobel
laureate writer S. Y. Agnon visited our home, and I was sure he visited everybody in
our neighborhood. Akiva Emst Simon once complimented me as a child, and I
thought everybody had a Professor Simon to compliment them. Even the skinny
chimneysweep, Mr. Arnheim, who rode his noisy Sachs scooter with his blackened
broomns, provided a connection to Germany. There were many others: The Schocken
Library was across the street, and Rehov Ben Maimon, the street of my childhood,



was fondly called Ben Maimon Strasse. Judges and senior officials called Rehavia
home in those days.

Only much later did I come to understand that what I was witnessing as a child
was really lost glory on its way out. I saw it from its back; I did not have the privilege
to see its face. Indeed, the immigrant German-Jewish community had been
magnificent. They erected factories and neighborhoods. They built the foundations of
the Hebrew University, supporting its research and enriching the cultural landscape.
But then Israel turned away from them and they, being refined and cultured, did not
push or elbow their way forward. Now even though their memory is almost gone and
modern Israel is different fiom their dreams and my own naive childhood
expectations, I wish to hold on to theny to delay their departure just for another
moment. It’s not just them I wish to understand, it is also myself; and us as a people.

For many years I have lived an Israeli life: sheltered childhood, youth movement,
schools, military service, studies, and a long public service. I was an Israeli in full, a
strictly kosher sabra (a native-born Israeli Jew). Only much later n life did 1
understand the miracle that my parents had fulfilled. They did not allow tragedies and
traumas to take hold of our lives. At the same time, they succeeded in bequeathing to
us many of the values of'a world that is now gone forever.

My mother survived the Hebron massacre of 1929, and my father was a stateless
refugee, a German native who did not relinquish his gravitas or his heavy accent in his
new home country, Israel. They did everything they could to ensure me and my
siblings would have happy lives. The secret language between them was Heine’s
German; not the Holocaust German of the survivors. My parents often said that
certain things should be done a certain way, as it was done “back in Saxony.” If the
loud demonstrations in Jerusalem against German reparations and diplomatic
relations, even the well-publicized Eichmann trial, entered our homes, they did so only
faintly. I do not remember a single conversation on these matters. The Shoah industry
that would develop in Israel in later years would be foreign to me. I am not a
psychologist and do not know whether my parents successfully repressed the
atrocities they experienced in their youths, the horrors that erased their happy
childhoods. Perhaps they built a new reality of their own and created a new world.
Either way, as a child I was never exposed, emotionally or practically, to
“Shoahization,” though this cultural movement has become second nature to us
Israelis.



When 1 finished writing my first book, God Is Back, 1 was left with a sense of
great loss. Although I had tried to describe the foundation of my identity, the religious
aspect of world conflicts was largely lacking in my book. The Shoah is another pillar,
a heavy one that defines modern Jewish identity. It became clear to me that in God Is
Back 1 focused on what seemed most important, but in fact I was ignoring one of
Israel’s major illnesses. I tried to superimpose the healthy mentality that my family
enjoyed on an Israel that is essentially different from my natural habitat. To many, the
Shoah was and will forever be an incurable wound. To others, the Shoah is the
nucleus of their identity. To everyone, the Shoah is a present, tangble experience
wherever we go. For many months after the publication of God Is Back 1 tried to
find my place in a different reality that had erupted nto my life. It was as if suddenly,
and retroactively, a new light had been cast on my childhood. The world of my father,
who had since died of old age, was changing before my eyes.

In 2003 T was asked by the editors of the Haaretz book review to write a piece
on Rubik Rosenthal’s memoir, 22 Flowers Street—the story of the Rosenthal family,
which began with traumatic events in Germany and continued with bereavement in
Israel’s wars. For many days I was unable to write. The editor was impatient but my
hand refused to budge. Even Rosenthal called me, to no avail. It wasn’t until I met
two close fiiends of mine that I finally was able to begin. He is a kibbutz native and
the son of German immigrants from the 1930s. She is a sabra with roots, the
daughter of a famous army man, whereas I am the son of German and Israeli
Zionism. Three of us were sitting together—three Israelis who came from different
and distant worlds.

“Our dads never kissed us,” all three of us said.
“Why? Because of the Shoah?”’
“No.” We laughed. ‘Because he was fiom Germany.”

And, the cork popped, and I was suddenly able to write. True, every father is
different and every family is different. My father was warm his love was
inexhaustible, but something of the German tradition was at the foundation of all our
lives, and since then we have been yearning for that extraordinary culture that was
destroyed forever. Germany committed suicide—Xilling herself and us—and
significant parts of our Jewish identity perished in smoke, together with the cultural
models to which we could and should subscribe.



My bottle opened and many genies, bad and good, came out.

I wrote this book in two years, writing and deleting, sometimes deleting before
writing. When you touch such pain, you must be very careful. On the one hand, I did
not want to bring more pain to those who suffered. On the other hand, 1 knew very
well that I must not pretend. When you deal with such matters, you must tell the most
accurate nner truths. Many months of painful writing separated the dignity of the
victims from my own inner truth. In the end I withheld many issues whose time had
not come. I wonder if it will ever come. Our sages said: “It is a mitzvah to say a

matter to be heard, just as it is a mitzvah to not say a matter not to be heard.”!

When I began writing this book, I called the document Hitler Won. 1 felt that the
wounds and scars were so deep that the modern Jewish nation had no chance to
heal. Our Shoah-inf licted trauma seemed like an incurable disease. I was angry at
the fact that we continued to miss the opportunity to live normal lives, and at the
sourness of life here in Israel, which seemed to be our fate for generations to come.
Exactly because of the desperation that seemed to take a hold of me, I struggled to
beat back the overf lowing tide of callousness. Then, a miracle: as I wrote, these
issues took on a new dimension. Cautious optimism was born from the ashes and
smoke. And as it is Jewish customto give the sick person a new name to facilitate his
healing, I changed the book’s title in Hebrew to Defeating Hitler. 1t is still possible;
there is still a chance. We must win; we have no choice, lest we stop living. I walked
alone a long way but I am already optimistic. We will get there. And now the book
travels abroad. The strong Hebrew title reads differently in English, with too much of
a military maneuver and too little of its core humanity. So here is the third name, not
really a name but a message: The Holocaust Is Over; We Must Rise from Its Ashes.

It was my mother, who died days before the book was published in Israel, who
gave me the opportunity to cross over to optimism. We celebrated her last birthday
together, children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and spouses. There was much
joy. On the way home, just the two of us were in the car, driving slowly through the
streets of Jerusalem

“Avraham, God probably loves me very much,” she said, radiant with happiness.



1 had heard her say that more than once over the years. Now, taking advantage of
the intimate moment, I asked her what I had dared not to ask. “But Mom, how can
you say such a thing? At the age of seven you lost your mother. At eight, half of your
family was slaughtered in Hebron. At fourteen, your father died of heartbreak, and in
recent years you lost Tzviya, your eldest daughter.”

“True,” she replied affer a moment of contemplation. “But all my life I was
surrounded by love.” Then she added, “Everybody loved me.”

For many days to follow, thoughts on the power of the love that saved my mother
were spinning inside my head. A short time later, we spoke again and the
conversation turned to the news. The Israeli Air Force was bombing and killing
innocent people in Gaza, on its beaches and streets, and in Lebanon’s villages and
cities. My mother’s grandson is an IAF pilot, the captain of a transport plane.

“I’'mso glad he’s not a combat pilot,” she commented.

“Why?” I asked, surprised.
“Would I want my grandson to drop bombs on innocent people?”’

1 was silent in the face of the courage of love that shone from her. As someone
who lost her childhood in Hebron in 1929, she could afford to be a bit less tolerant,
maybe even show some glee, with respect to the suffering of “the Arabs” as enemies
of Israel, wherever they were. But it seemed that the same love that surrounded her
had also seeped into her. She became for me an embodiment of the ultimate Jewish
heroine. Who is the hero of heroes? Jewish tradition teaches, “One who turns one’s
enemy into a loved and beloved fiiend.” If my mother could defeat her own personal
inferno with sheer love and hope, then we all have a positive future.

Like my mother, who has lived beside me all my life, Lucien and Janine, the
wonderful parents of Yael, my partner for life, were also there—she as a young
woman in love who supported combat, and he as a brave partisan of France’s
Jewish Resistance. When many of their friends turmed to the right in the middle of the
last century, to the path of Jewish redemption and separatism, they turned to the left,
toward the ideas of universalism and humanism. They dedicate the current chapter of
their lives to revealing the goodness that shone through in the sea of evil of those
days. Lucien, historian of France’s Jewish struggle, spends his days and nights trying
to locate and decorate “The Righteous Among Nations.” The Righteous are the non-
Jews who risked their lives to save our persecuted brethren, thus preserving the



image of God by which humanity was created. The spirit of my in-laws hovers over
every abyss to which the book and my thoughts took me. Without them I could not
have known that there is an alternative, positive belief in the goodness of humans.

This is not a history book. I am not an interpreter of the past, just a consumer of
the news that it produces. I touch the past only to understand the conditions of the
present. This is not another indictment of Hitler and his henchmen. They are forever
guilty in my court. This is our story beyond the evil of their crimes. The Shoah and the
atrocities that the Nazs committed against us are an inseparable part of the active
Israeli present. Since I want to repair the present for a better future for my children
and their friends, I had no choice but to face the post-Shoah routine of the present;
to try to understand, to change and to be changed. The following pages were written
with awe and reverence. If T hurt anyone, I apologize. If the truth hurts, I too suffer.

From the time of its conception through to the birth of this book, the issue of a
nuclear Iran was on the agenda, and it still is today. As usual, politics and history are
paired: an atom bomb and anti-Semitism, dictatorship and hatred of Israel. President
Mahmoud Ahmedinejad works energetically on his nuclear program and at the same
time calls for wiping Israel off the map. Is history repeating itself? Is a second Shoah
on the way? We still do not have answers, but the panic is back. What does it mean
for me? Should I pack away my optimism, my faith in the nations of the world, and
my hope for a better future for my children and replace them with classic Jewish
paranoia? This is the response of many, but it is not mine. I understand contemporary
Judaism differently. Something amazing happened to the Jewish people of this age,
something that has happened only a few times to our forefathers in our tortured
history. The world has changed i nature and character. World superpowers, most of
the Christian churches, and a significant part of world citizenry vowed sixty years ago
“never again,” and this time they meant it. We are not facing a great menacing enemy
alone. The upheavals of Arab nations, Islamic zealotry and its dangers, directed at us
for years while we were on our own, have become the concern of many good
nations. Our personal enemy has become the common enemy, and an expansive
international coalition stands against it. This is a vastly different world than the one we
have known. The world’s stand and our own capabilities provide hope and faith. This
is a world that I trust.

The last few words of this book were written during an incredible trip that I shared
with my youngest son, Noam. We went to Germany together to retrace the footsteps



of my late father. We traveled far and I reached the deepest part of my mnner self.
Our flight home was delayed and we had a few unplanned hours to spend, so we
strolled, father and son, through the Berlin Zoo. As Noam was walking around the
habitats of exotic animals, I found myself sitting and watching the captive monkeys.
All of them jumped energetically and playfully from one branch to another. Holding
on with one hand, the other stretched in the air toward the next branch, up they went.
But one monkey sat alone and did not mingle. I asked a passing staff member what
was wrong, “He is different,” replied the veterinarian. “He can’t climb because he’s
affaid to let go of the branch. If you hold a branch with both your hands, you cannot
move up. This is his fate,” he commented sadly. “He sits on the floor all day like a
person in mourning, isolated from the life around him.””

1 thought about the poor monkey, and not just about him. I asked myself; Is this the
fable or the moral? Is this the monkey or is it us? Since those days in Germany, we
have been holding on painfully to the little that we have, not letting go. We hold the
memories and the traumas and they do not leave us. We cling to the tragedy and the
tragedy becomes our justification for everything. We sit on the branch of past
mourning, not taking off to the heights of humanity and humanism where we belong.

Noam returned and I got distracted. I forgot to ask the veterinarian if there was a
cure for the disease. We bought ice cream and headed for home.






CHAPTER 2
THE HOLOCAUST, EVER-PRESENT



THE CONSTANT PRESENCE OF THE SHOAH IN MY LIFE FEELS LIKE a
buzz in my ear. Although none of the horrors affected me personally, I feel that this
darkest period in human history is always present, everywhere, and its reminders are
many. Children prepare for the “Auschwitz trip.” World leaders are now celebrating
six decades since liberation. And while the Shoah’s tenth anniversary was hardly
commemorated, and the fiftieth anniversary was pathetic, suddenly, in 2005, the
world was holding extravagant ceremonies, pyrotechnics, and Hollywood-style
productions for the sixtieth anniversary of our deaths. Not a day passes without a
mention of the Shoah in the only newspaper that I read, Haaretz. The topics are
varied: reparations, compensation, anti-Semitism, a new analysis, an interesting book,
an insightful nterview. Shoah is like the hole in the ozone layer: unseen yet present,
abstract yet powerful. The more I think about it, the more I am certain that the Shoah
has becone a theological pillar of the modern Jewish identity and that it is one of the
Jewish people’s greatest challenges in modern times.

One day my daughter came home from her high school in Jerusalem “Today,” she
said, “we had a lesson to prepare us for ‘the trip to Poland.”” Over our family dinner,
I asked her about the lesson. “The school principal said we are all Shoah survivors,”
she replied. Eventually she and her friends, in what has become the custom for many
Israeli teenagers, traveled to Poland and returned as changed Israelis. Only my



youngest son, Noam, did not join the trend. He, like me, does not want to base his
Israeli, Jewish, and universal identity on the worst trauma in human experience. The
silence surrounding the topic of the Shoah at my parents’ home was now being
replaced with its popularization. In this way, a link of memory was missing between
my children and my parents. I see this book as a conversation between my father, Dr.
Yosef Burg, a native of Germany who never lived a survivor’s life, and my children,
the offSpring of an independent, sovereign Israel, who studied i a school that taught
them that “we are all Shoah survivors.”

For many years I have been living a double life. Most of the time, it is an Israeli life,
but a substantial part of it, in terms of quality, happens abroad. I spent many years
networking and developing contacts to facilitate relationships between Israel and the
international environment, the nations of the world and the Diaspora communities. In
Israel I live in one language, that of tensions and traumas, conflict and confrontation.
Outside of Israel I use a different language, of building bridges, understanding,
forgiveness, and of concession. In Israel I live according to the Talmudic self-defense
rule “Rise early to kill that which rises to kill you.” It means, “Either I defeat you and
you die or I die.” When I was abroad, I learned the “win-win” concept: “I want to
win, but not at your expense.” It is possible for two parties to benefit from the same
outcone.

As the years pass, the schism between the two languages I use deepens and tears
me apart. [ am increasingly convinced that the language of my land—not the spoken
Hebrew but what is practiced—is based on a false premise. Israel accentuates and
perpetuates the confrontational philosophy that is summed up in the phrase, “The
entire world is against us.” I often have the uneasy feeling that Israel will not know
how to live without conflict. An Israel of peace and tranquility, free of sudden
outbreaks of ecstasy, melancholy, and hysteria will simply not be. In the arena of
war, the Shoah is the main generator that feeds the mentalities of confrontation and
catastrophic Zionism

Our reality is profoundly surprising. For the first time in our existence, the great
majority of Jews live without an immediate threat to their existence. Except for a few
thousands Jews in Iran and Morocco, a few hundred in Syria, and a lone Jew in



Afghanistan, most Jews live in democratic societies. In less than a century-and-a-half,
the living conditions of the Jewish people have changed beyond recognition. More
than three-quarters of the Jewish people live in two relatively new societies: the State
of Israel and the United States. Europe had been almost completely emptied of Jews
through genocide and emigration. But it was not only the Shoah that was to blame.
The liquidation process had begun years before the crematoria were built. Shalom
Aleichem documented in doleful words the mass exodus from the regions of the Pale
to the United States of America. S. Y. Agnon wrote lesteryear, the stunning
foundation of prestate Hebrew literature, on the topic of an exodus from the land of
Isracl The Zionist pioneers, together with religious immigrants, believers, and
redemption-seekers, willfully left their Diaspora and built the new world of the
modern Jewish people.

The State of Israel was built as a safe haven for the Jewish people, yet it is today
the least safe place for Jews to live. Ask yourself, where is it safer to live? In holy
Jerusalem, the city of bombs? Or in New York, where findamentalist evil downed
the twin towers of the World Trade Center? It seens that many more view New
York as a safer place to live than Israel, regardless of how many atomic bombs the
Jewish state allegedly stores in her arsenal.

An automatic Zionist answer to allay my fears would be that Israel is the safest
place for Jews because anti-Semitism ks everywhere, even behind the polite
facade of American Christianity. Or they might argue that only in the land of our
forefathers will our children and their children remain Jewish. I do not think that
anyone can truly believe such arguments. We must admit that present-day Israel and
its ways contribute to the rise in hatred of Jews. The responsibility for anti-Semitism
is not ours, yet the mere existence of Israel is a thorn in the side of those who do not
like us and requires more serious mvestigation and discussion than the shallow notion
that “the world is against us no matter what we do.” Such beliefs are suicidal,
desperate, and defeatist. I do not subscribe to them

Israeli society in the Holy Land is rich with a wide range of both religious and
nationalistic expression. You have the ghetto ultra-Orthodox in the inner cities of
Jerusalem and Bnei Brak; Hills Youth and stone-and-wood worshippers in t he West



Bank; New Age and Buddhist experimenters in Tel Aviv. They are all Jews, all
spiritual, yet alien to one another. And an aura of ignorance surrounds themall. This is
not only at the level of the simplistic question: “Who is Jewish?” but at the more
sophisticated, intricate level that asks: “What is a Jew?”” What does it mean to be a
Jew? What does it require? Where has the elusive Jewish morality gone? We have

erected a fortified haven but extinguished the flame of our “fight onto the nations.”!

The crisis is already here. When I study the components of my identity and the
cause of my identity crisis, I recognize only one common thread that connects us all:
the thick shadow, the unbearable heaviness of the Shoah and its horrors. It is the
source of all, and it absorbs all. So much so that sometimes I want to rewrite the
Bible to begin: “In the beginning there was the Shoah and the land had become
chaos.”

The Shoah is more present in our lives than God. The Musaf prayer says of God
that “his glory fills the world’>—here is no place in the world without the presence of
God. Listening to the Israeli, Jewish, and even wider world’s discourse today reveals
that the Shoah is the founding experience not just of our national consciousness, but
that of the western world as a whole. Army generals discuss Israeli security doctrine
as “Shoahproof” Politicians use it as a central argument for their ethical
manipulations. People on the street experience daily the return of the horrors, and
newspapers are filled with an endless supply of stories, articles, references, and
statements that emanate from the Shoah and reflect it back into our lives. The Shoah
is so pervasive that a study conducted a few years ago in a Tel Aviv teaching school
found that more than ninety percent of those questioned view the Shoah as the most
important experience of Jewish history. This makes the Shoah more important than
the creation of the world, the exodus from Egypt, the delivering of the Torah on
Mount Sinai, the ruin of both the Holy Temples, the exile, Messianism, the stunning
cultural achieverents, the birth of Zionism, the founding of the state, or the Six-Day
War. This message comes from teachers to be! Add to them the scores of thousands
of students who visit Auschwitz annually. The program is called the March of the
Living, also called The March of Remembrance and Hope, an educational
program that brings students fiom all over the world to Poland, where they explore
the remmants of the Holocaust. On Holocaust Memorial Day (1om: Hashoah),
participants march silently from Auschwitz to Birkenau, the largest concentration

camp complex built during World War I1.2 This is the solern Jewish ritual of death.



1 have no doubt that memory is essential to any nation’s mental health. The Shoah
nust therefore have an important place in the nation’s memorial mosaic. But the ways
things are done today—the absolute monopoly and the dominance of the Shoah on
every aspect of our lives—transforms this holy memory into a ridiculous sacrilege and
converts piercing pain into hollowness and kitsch. As time passes, the deeper we are
stuck in our Auschwitz past, the more difficult it becomes to be free of it. We retreat
from independence to the inner depths of exile, its memories, and horrors. Israel
today is much less independent than it was at her founding, more Holocaustic than it
was three years after the gates of the Nazi death factories opened.






CHAPTER 3
THE SHOAH EPIDEMIC



WHERE TO BEGIN? HOW DO YOU START CLIMBING A MOUNTAIN so
high without supplies, without experience? Those with experience, the survivors, claw
their way out of the pits and mass graves, holding on to their memories as if they

were ladders, passing their tortured legacies on to the next generation. Sometimes
their anguish is silent, sometimes wet with their tears at night. They are ordinary
Israelis, Americans, or British by day and Jews at night, forever persecuted.
Researchers and historians rely on piles of documents, on archives, testimonies,
analyses, and scientific insights. An observer like me, being neither a researcher nor a
survivor, who lives life in full and senses the Shoah’s unabated energy, must also start
somewhere.

I try to begin with the past, returning to the fiture, and finally circling back to
reconstruct the life of my family. I read and try to listen to other people’s memories,
and yet find myself at square one, at the observer’s point of view, that of the curious
outsider who looks into the reality of our lives and tries to decipher its code. I try to
find the source of our tension and breaking points, the principles of motion that make
present-day Israel what it is and the Jewish people what we have become. It
becomes evident then that all aspects of our life are consequences of the Shoah of
the European Jews.



Mandatory for official guests to Israel is the visit to Yad Vashem, our state’s most
important Shoah nuseum and memorial. Every nation has a monument
commemorating the Unknown Soldier, usually portrayed as an individual. We have a
memorial to all the victims, for all of us, and all our visitors must come and mourn
with us. It is a ritual of the new Israeli religion. If you are an official guest, you land at
Ben-Gurion Airport, stop briefly in your hotel to refresh yourself, then you don a
black suit and tie, perhaps a large velvet skullcap like that of a rabbi or a cardinal,
and you are whisked to Jerusalem, to Yad Vashem.

A solenn face, a bouquet of flowers in hand, head lowered. Then a cantor chants
the awe-filled God Full of Mercy prayer for the dead. Three steps backward and
everyone gets back in the limos, off to the real business of politics and diplomacy.

From time to time an especially interesting guest appears and his speech draws
momentary attention and camera flashes. Such a guest might be a German president
or the head of a state that collaborated with the Nazs. Yad Vashem is the storefront
and the gateway to the Israeli experience.

The Shoah is woven, to varying degrees, into almost all of Israel’s political
arguments. Unlike other events of the past, the Shoah does not recede but is coming
closer to us all the time. It is a past that is present, maintained, monitored, heard, and
represented.

Speaking shortly after the Six-Day War, one of Israel’s most remarkable doves,
the foreign minister Abba Eban, brilliantly argued that Israel must never return to its
prewar borders. He coined a term that is still used today, defining Israel’s boundaries,
the 1949 Armistice Line, as “Auschwitz borders,”—tight boundaries that compelled
Israel to act. In retrospect, he associated the miraculous war of wonders and
redemption to the dark period that ended a quarter of a century earlier, contrasting
the bright Israeli light with the pitch-black darkness that covered the stateless Jews.
Six days of redemption against twelve years of oppression.

Of all people, Eban, the ultimate peace-seeking statesman, rendered legitimacy to
the worst argument of the right, as empty rhetoric sometimes carries nations to
unwanted destinations. Years later, in the midst of evacuating the Jewish occupiers of
Gaza in the 2006 disengagement, this argument came full circle. According to the



right, and Eban, if the 1967 boundaries are Auschwitz borders, then we will wear an
Orange Star, a version of the infamous yellow star. It made sense emotionally. They
were effectively saying: the Six-Day War removed the virtual ghetto fences between
Israel and Auschwitz. Now that we are herded back into a ghetto, we will act as if
we were in a ghetto, wearing stars and all. Thus a modem political move, the
realignment of the occupation to a more logical border, had become another post-
Shoah injury.

The list of Shoah manifestations in daily life is long. Listen to every word spoken
and you find countless Shoah references. The Shoah pervades the media and the
public life, literature, music, art, education. These overt manifestations hide the
Shoah’s deepest influence. Israel’s security policy, the fears and paranoia, feelings of
cuit and belonging are products of the Shoah. Jewish-Arab, religious-secular,
Sephardi- Ashkenazi relations are also within the realm of the Shoah. Sixty years after
his suicide in Berlin, Hitler’s hand still touches us.

1 do not know of any other country that counts its citizens one by one at every
opportunity. A million and a half, two million, four million, five— how many are still
missing until we reach the magic number of six million? Every year, Israel naturalizes
the Shoah victims who were dead even before we were born, embracing them into
the bosom of the third State of Israel. This is the visible part of the Israeli rite of
death. Almost every nascent nation sanctifies her fallen.

“In their death they commanded us life,” as the Israeli saying goes, expressing the
supreme effort to overcome a great collective guilt. Was all this loss justified? Is it
right for a nation to sacrifice her sons on the altar of its resurrection? We can argue
that these words are directed to mourners, so they do not feel deserted and dejected.
You suffer all day, every day, and we are beside you collectively as we swore by the
fresh grave of the deceased. Except that in Israel the number of deceased is so great
in proportion to the living that it fills this hollow vow with an inescapable obligation.
Add the six million on top of it. Then every victim of Israel’s wars adds another layer
to the highest pile of dead ever known to humanity. Our death counter has been
ticking from the destruction of the First Temple through the Massacre of Betar. It
doggedly counted the dead from the Roman purges, those burned alive at the stake,
the victims of pogroms and of the Inquisition, and then it broke world and history
records with the industrial slaughter of six million brothers, sisters, sons, and
daughters. The continued bereavement of war in our life reinforces again and again all



the deaths, destructions, and atrocities that were forced on us, and which we
commemorated. Therefore our dead do not rest in peace. They are busy, present,
always a part of our sad lives. Shoah and wars, death and eternity. Although we often
win the battles, we carry with us a sense of defeat. A victor should not feel this way.

Because of the Shoah, Israel has become the voice of the dead, speaking in the
name of those who are no longer, more than in the name of those who are still alive.
As if it were not enough, war has become the rule rather than the exception. Our way
of life is combative, against fiiends and foes alike. One might say that the Israeli only
understands force. This arrogant Israeli phrase, “Arabs understand force only,”
originally alluded to the Arab inability to defeat us on the battlefield, and was used as
an excuse for unjustifiable Israeli behavior. They only understand force, we said,

patronizingly, as if we were educators. If “he who spares his rod hates his son’™! then
treating the Arabs with force is an effective policy. Every state needs a reasonable
force at its disposal. Yet raw force is not enough, and a state also needs the
confidence to restrain it. Indeed, we have force, a lot of force, and only force. We
have no alternative to force, no special notion or will to hold back our use of force,
as in the popular slogan “Let the IDF [Israeli Defence Force] win.” In the end, we
did what the rest of the world’s bullies do: we turned an aberration into a doctrine,
and we now understand only the language of force. It is true in relations between
spouses and colleagues, and between the state and its citizens, and between
politicians. A state that lives by the sword and worships its dead is bound to live in a
constant state of emergency, because everyone is a Naz, everyone is an Arab,
everyone hates us, the entire world is against us.

Israeli belligerence and perception of force eventually leads to the question, to
whom do the wars belong? This indeed is a major expansion of the Shoah narrative,
yet it is essential to understand other aspects of Israeli life. Israeli novelist Eli Amir,
with his sensitive, even provocative outlook on social matters, drew me into a new
way of thinking. His novel Yasmin, abest seller in Israel, describes the impossible
and tragic love affair between an Iraqi-born Israeli Jew and a Christian Arab woman
shortly after the war of 1967. It sadly, almost mournfully, addresses the opportunities
that the “Jews of Arabia” missed, to build a bridge between the New Israel and the
old Middle East. There are many reasons these opportunities may have been missed
and Amir’s tragedy is another legitimate entry in what I call the Israeli “trauma
competition.”






CHAPTER 4
DEFEATING HITLER



MY NEIGHBOR RAMI'S PARENTS CAME FROM GERMANY. His wife Edna’s
father also came from Germany. Brakha lives two houses down from them and her
parents also came from Germany. Her husband Yossi probably has German roots. All
of us are sons of ¥ekkes, meaning Israclis of German origin, yet all of us are
different. Under the microscope we are a caste society, some of us Brahmins, others
untouchables. Rami’s father is from a family that claims to have been in Germany for
one thousand years. I shiver at his gaze.

Rami’s father looks at me as if I were a Gypsy who soiled his well-groomed
garden. He does not regard us as real ¥ekkes, echte ¥ekkes, purebreds. My father is
only first-generation German-born. We are Ostjuden, Eastern Jews, 1 admit meekly.
We came to Germany from a town in East Galicia that was once part of Austria, then
of Poland, then of Ukraine. When I was a child, I was sure that Ostjude meant leper,
an inferior creature that lived in the sewer. Adults pronounced the word “Ostjude”
with contempt; it means the person is a cunning, primitive exploiter, an untrustworthy
boor.

Years later, as a young officer in the paratroop brigade, I rode to the Sinai
peninsula with one of the battalion’s drivers. He was a young man from a Moroccan
immigrant family. The drive to the Sinai was long, as was often the case during the
Israeli empire of the 1970s. We picked up another soldier on the way, and the three



of us talked about everything. The rider turned out to be a new immigrant from
Georgia. Buskila, the driver, told him: “Since you Gruzinim [the new emigrants from
Georgia, or Gruzia] came to Israel, we Moroccans started to go to [classical]
concerts,” meaning that the Moroccans had moved up in the pecking order. Later,
when I came home for Shabbat, I recounted the incident to my parents. My father
demanded an explanation.

“You know, dad,” I said. “The Gruzinim are . . . you know.”
“No. I don’t know.”
“Different . . . distant . . . Jew ish Gypsies . . .”

I used many laundered words to avoid using the horrible stereotypes that were
circulating at the time i Israel at the Shabbat table. Still, my father did not
understand. So I told him everything I heard, about the look and the smell attributed
to the Georgian Jews as they came off the planes. I told him about their leather
jackets and their pendants, their square heads and their gold teeth. My father was
astonished. He hadn’t heard about these stereotypes. It couldn’t be. Not in the state
that he helped build. Not in the nation of the Jewish people. Not in the new state of
the Jews where the rule should and must be, “Do not do to your friend what you
hated being done to you during the Diaspora.” It was his country, Yossel Burg’s,
whose passport had the word Jude stamped on it. Joseph Goebbels had compared
himto a rat, called him a usurper, a gold dealer, Shylock.

This could not be.

He went to bed upset, mumbling in German, Das ist unmaoglich, “This is
impossible,” and I knew he was not sleeping. He was turning over and over in his

bed. I knocked on his door and asked if I could talk to him His eyes were still
closed as he responded, as if our conversation had never ceased, even in sleep.

Georgian Jewry is dated back to the First Tenple, he proclaimed, from the
encyclopedia in his head. They have been in Georgia almost 2,600 years. They are
writers and artists, poets and financiers. It is absolutely forbidden to talk about them
as you did. They have been in Georgia longer than we have been in Germany, he
stated, mvoking his ultimate test of Jewish existence. Then he fell asleep, into the
schlafstunde—the German idiom of afternoon rest—literally the sleeping hour of the
Shabbat. 1 left quietly.



‘When he woke up, he continued the conversation, determined to teach me.

“You nmustn’t talk like that about the Georgians.”

“Dad, why are you making such a big deal?” I said, sensing that he was annoyed
by something that my juvenile ignorance did not allow me to grasp.

“Probably,” he sighed, “probably every Jew has his own Ostjude.”

My father knew what he was talking about. For Rami’s father, my dad was the
Ostjude, a gruzini; and for my father, Polish Jews were Ostjuden. The Polish Jews
had their Ostjude. For Buskila, the Georgian hitchhiker was the Ostjude.

Many years later I flew to Georgia for the first time, taking off from Moscow. Next
to me sat a famous figure of the Russian immigration, an ex-prisoner of Zion, a

freedom fighter, human rights activist, and media personality. Somewhere in the sky
above the Caucasus, he turned to me in anger.

“Why are you even bringing them?”” he asked.
“Who?”
“The gruzinim. Why do we need them in Israel?”

“Every Jew must have his own Ostjude,” 1 replied indignantly, my father speaking
from my throat.

Somehow the German Jews had acquired the arrogant German attitude toward all
the Eastern people and had converted it into arrogance toward the Jews of the East.
Later, when German arrogance proved fatal to our brethren in Poland and Hungary, it
was too late to rectify. They all became ¥ekkes. Hitler melted us into one entity. He
did not distinguish between first-generation Jews and tenth-generation Jews. The
Israelis were not impressed by pedigrees either. Rami’s father and my father were
both contemptible for being part of a generation Hitler had turned into soap. Nothing
German was wanted. German should not be spoken; Richard Wagner should not be
played. Hitler and Yekkes were all putzs.

Most Shoah victims were European Jews, Ashkenazi. Israel’s War of Independence
was also mostly an Ashkenazi war, fought by sons of pioneers who had emigrated



from Europe, and concentration-camp survivors who were shipped to battle in the
new state joined them. The Six-Day War was different. The 1967 victory should have
been a shared victory, a uniting one, belonging to both the veteran Israelis and the
newer immigrants. Yet something went wrong, The old-timers and the religious
Zionists snatched the victory and claimed it for themselves.

Most of the Jews from Muslim countries arrived here by surprise. It seens to me
that the Zionist political and cultural preparation process skipped over most of the
Jews who emigrated from Yemen, Morocco, Libya, Algeria, Iran, India, and other
countries. While in Europe, especially in the east, national sentiments brewed for
decades in newspapers, literature, language conflicts, uniting unions, and congregating
conventions, Middle Eastern Jews went on living as usual. Messianic Zionism and
political activism had always existed there, but not on the same scale as in Europe. I
am not sure that the Jewish public in the Muslim world was as thoroughly politically
prepared as the European Ashkenazis. Perhaps this was for the better.

In the three-year window between World War II and the creation of the state of
Israel, it became obvious that the world had changed. The Zionist establishment
realized that the major human reserves of the stateto-be had perished in the Shoah.
The dream of founding the State of Israel with the human, cultural, social, and
political forces of the Jews of the Pale of settlement—Poland, Russia, and Ukraine
—had gone up in flames.

David Ben-Gurion and his colleagues in the Jewish settlements in Israel, the
Yishuv, understood that the only replacement for human loss could be found in the
Muslim world. The Middle Eastern Jews had become “spare parts’—vital substitutes
without whom the Israeli state could not exist. At the same time, the War of
Independence underscored the violent nature of Arab-Jewish relations. Although the
alienation of Jews in the Muslim countries was already widespread—roused locally
with European help—the war of 1948 established new rules. Many years of living
peacefully alongside the Arabs ended. It became unbearable for Jews to live with the
brethren of the enemy of his Jewish brethren. The Arabs expelled their Jews; the
Ashkenaz Israeli community absorbed them willingly. Mass immigration took place.

As Middle Eastern Jews were reluctantly adjusting to the new reality, tremors
shook the old Zionist leadership in the new state. The liquidation of Eastern European
Jewry also liquidated the cultural and human foundation from which they drew their
power. The local leadership of Ben Gurion and his colleagues in the Labor



Movement suddenly became the leadership of a flock that did not resemble its
leaders, like an island with no sea surrounding it. The implosion of the state’s historic
leadership was mnevitable. A new leadership, with roots in agony and tragedy, would
rise in its stead. It was this leadership that formed the coalition of victims that rules
Israel to this day.

Someone in Jerusalem decided on the mass immigration of “our Sephardic
brethren” and created ever-widening ripples of new immigrants. Unlike noted
Sephardim of old, Yehuda Halevi, Haramban, and Maimonides, who emigrated or
traveled privately, following their religious and spiritual yearning, this time there was a
mass uprooting and transplanting. Every new immigrant paid a high price physically,
financially, and socially. Jobs were lost forever, as was social status. Community
structures formed over hundreds of years disappeared abruptly. It was lke an
amputation without anesthetic. Centuries of histories were wiped out. The new
immigrants left behind their ways of life, cuisine, music, languages and dialects,
fashions, and landscapes. The combination of hostility in their home countries, plus an
inviting Zionism in Israel, sparked waves of immigrants. They came on rickety boats
and “on eagle’s wings,” doubling and tripling Israel’s population and staying power.
The new state gained resilience as the newcomers ensured its fiture. But few at the
time noticed the toll. In every other human setting, in a more repaired society, more
attention would have been paid to the harsh manner with which this absorption took
place and its psychological and sociological effects. Not in Israel, however. Apart
from being young and patronizing at the outset, it was a secretive society that kept
mum on matters of personal injury. Israel was developing muscles, not soul.

Nevertheless a silent dialogue must have taken place among all carriers of trauma.
Nothing was said explicitly and no formal policy was written, but when unspoken
traumas were compared, the Ashkenaz overpowered the Sephardic. “Is this real
trauma? Ours is much more traumatic,” Shoah survivors must have felt. Then, as
today, nobody argues about the Shoah, since nothing compares to it. The obsession
with the Shoah shoved aside any discussion on other Israeli suffering. The price paid
by the Jews of Asia and Affica was never officially acknowledged, perhaps it was
evendenied. There was ambivalence, as on the one hand, it was said that the
newcomers were religious, filfilling their Judaism through Zionism. On the other hand,
it was argued, the Ashkenazis did them a favor by rescuing them from the ghettos of
Morocco and Yemen. Thus thousands of years of Sephardic history were deleted,



erasing with them the social and cultural affinities to the neighboring Arabs and
Muslims.

The old, proven familiar structure was destroyed and replaced by an empty
“Israeliness” that was weak on spirituality. Therefore the literature of Middle Eastern
Jewish immigrants should be read with attention. A bitter cry emerges from the pages:
we suffer, we grieve, we beg for recognition for the price that we paid in our
conversion firom Middle Eastern Jews to Western Israelis. That recognition was never
given.

Also lacking was the recognition that the end of Middle Eastern Jewry may be no
less, and sometimes even more, meaningful to Israel than that of the European Jewry.
Middle Eastern Jewry could have provided a reliable human bridge between Israel
and its neighbors. The Shoah, winner of the trauma competition, cast a long shadow
that hid Israel’s internal distortions. It also influenced life in the most intimate ways, as
in the case of Mr. D.

Mr. D. is an outstandingly successful businessman, a native of Israel in his early
fifties. Some time ago we tried to set up a meeting but it was cancelled again and
again. He told me that he had to go on a business trip to Poland and I expected the
meeting to take place a few weeks later. But a few days later, his secretary called and
said that he was available.

We met that same day, and I asked him what happened in Poland that cut his visit
short.

“I couldn’t bear it any more,” he replied. “Everything came back to me. I landed in
Warsaw and it was cold and snowy. The same day we traveled into the Polish
hinterland to check on a few opportunities that I was being offered. The snowy plains
blinded me. It was cold to the bone and all we saw were birch forests and shrubbery.
We spent the night there and then continued on a night train. The train traveled for
many hours. The wheels and the cars shook and the ticket conductor was aggressive.
Then a sudden ticket control. I just couldn’t bear it anymore. Polish trains are too
much for me. Everything came back to me. The following day, I hopped on a plane
and came back.”

I called him in the evening at home. “Tell me,” I asked, “where are your parents
from?”

“FromIraq,” he answered.



How could it be that everything “came back” to him, I wondered, if he or his
parents had never been there? Did Hitler win over him, too? This to me was another
case that showed that Middle Eastern Jews were embracing Israel’s survivor
narrative. The Shoah made us all one and the same.

The United States of America has always been a practical alternative to the Zionist
idea—to assemble all the Jews under one national roof independent and
autonomous, thus removing once and for all the “Jewish problem” from the Old
World’s agenda. Solving the Jewish problem was not meant to be just for the sake of
the Jews, but for the benefit of whole world. The Zionists wanted to transplant the
hated, persecuted Jews into their historic homeland in the Middle East and thus rid
Europe of them A few thousand dreamers and pioneers came to Zion but a
hundred-fold more left czarist Russia for the Goldene Medina, the golden state of
Amrerica, as it was called by the Jewish emigrants of North America. The idealist few
cane to the Land of Israel, but the traditional wandering Jew, always optinmistic, went
to America. The Jew was reborn in Zion, but in America, against all expectations, the
New Jewry was born. Israeli ideology was tough and head-on—*You can not
conquer the mountain until you dig a grave on the slope,” says the tombstone of
Shlomo Ben Yosef, an Israeli terrorist fiom the 1930s. “It is good to die for our
country” is inscribed on the roaring lion’s monument to another Zionist hero, Yosef
Trumpledor. The American Jewish spirit was less dramatic: Assimilate. Be American.
Integrate nto the spiritual and material life that America had to offer. As Israelis were
developing collective separatism, American Jews wove thenselves into the fabric of
the general public. Being Jewish could be achieved in two different ways: isolation or
integration; a ghetto of belligerent colonialism or Jewish universalism.

The difference between the integrative American Jewish approach and the re-
creation of Jewish ghettos and shtetls in Israel is plain. Listen carefully to the Jewish
voices of renewal; the seeds may have been planted in the Germany of Moses
Mendelssohn, Heinrich Heine, and Abraham Geiger, but the fruits belong to American
Jewry. The Jewish “churches”>—Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist
and Secular—were made possible by America’s religious freedom The American
Jewish Torah is a valid alternative to the Zionist national Torah and to Israel’s



fossilized religious Orthodoxy, the self-appointed “authentic Judaism.” Unlike the
wrathfil prophecies of both the Orthodox, ultra-Orthodox, and Zionist preachers,
there are and there will be alternatives.

One of American Jewry’s most enlightened speakers was Rabbi Julian
Morgenstern, who presided over the Hebrew Union College of New York from
1922 to 1947. He was bomn in St. Francisville, Illinois, in 1881, the year of the worst
pogroms in Russia and Ukraine, called “Storms of the Negev.” Those massacres
unleashed the enormous waves of immigrants from the Pale to the shores of America,
as well as the first emigrations to Israel.

Not coincidentally, Morgenstern was the son of Jewish immigrants from Germany.
One nust ask, how did German Jews lay the foundations of American Jewish
autonomy when so many of them, my father included, emigrated to the Land of
Israel? Similarly, how did the Jews of the Pale lay the foundations of the Jewish state
when their majority emigrated to North America? Since then the small divide between
the two Jewries—Israeli and American, Fastern and Western European—has
deepened.

Morgenstern was a biblical scholar of the Reform persuasion and his research is a
modern critical study. In 1915 he published his controversial thesis, The
Foundations of Israel’s History. He believed that the Reform movement’s foremost
duty is to reinterpret and rewrite the early history of the people of Israel. In his view,
ancient Israel was one nation among other nations and civilizations of the ancient
world, not a separatist, isolationist nation, as it is today. Even in the face of fierce
resistance from his colleagues in the Reform leadership, his view prevailed and
became central to the movement. Morgenstern was both a Jew and an American; a
faithful Jew who did not make opportunistic compromises to smooth his way into the
bosom of the non-Jewish world, yet he defined himself as an American for all
matters. He was unwilling to isolate hinmself inside the Jewish ghetto of the mind. In
his early work, Morgenstern viewed Zionism as an ideology of identity by negation.
The Zionist reaction to assimilation, including the retreat to the Middle East, seemed
to him an admission of defeat and acceptance of anti-Semitic values. Zionism was
escaping Judeophobia instead of repairing Judeophobic societies and the world, so
as to prevent future anti-Semitism It was treason and dereliction of duty, in violation
of the universal tenets of Jewish values of identity and inclusion.



As the Zionist movement aspired to create a new structure that would enable the
Jewish people as a collective to join the family of nations, the Reform movement took
it upon itself to create a standard for Jewish individuals to integrate as equals in non-
Jewish societies. The revival of nineteenth-century scholarly Judaism—resembling the
most important Diaspora, the Babylon Revival centuries earlier—started in Germany
and the Austro-Hungarian Empire and continued unabated in the United States. For
many years it opposed Zionism and the idea of a Jewish state. Few remember that
the majority of the Jewish people opposed the creation of a Jewish state well into
World War I1. This opposition came from all sorts of Jews, Reform, ultra-Orthodox,
communists, Bundists (members of the Jewish Labor Union, the Bund) and plain
ordinary Jews. They opposed the Zionist minority and feared the consequences of a
national and political revival. Each group had its own ethical and spiritual reasons, but
all were united by the fear—which eventually materialized—that a Jewish political
entity would create intolerant nationalistic sentiments that would drastically alter the
historical character of the Jewish people.

All this was to change in a few years. American Jewry adopted the overt and
covert messages of the Zionist movement and sought models for synthesis of national
separatism and integration into the all- American society. In those days, the newly
born socialist-secular political movement Yishuv renewed and reinvented the minor
holiday of Hanukkah, turning it into a celebration of heroism and triumph. We all sang
loudly, “Hear o, in those days in this time, Maccabee is the savior and redeemer . . .
In every generation he will rise, the hero rescuer of the people . . .”

God was no longer the hero of the holiday; rather it was the Maccabee, the war
hero. The Israeli myth designers freighted the nearly forgotten holiday with new
symbols galore. A sacred date and a religous holiday commemorating the
rededication of the Tenple and its salvation fiom the Hellenists became a national
holiday.

Hanukkah was altered unrecognizably and loaded wit h excess baggage. An
emphasis was put on the military victory by the few, weak, and under-equipped over
the many, well armed, and experienced. We were told of the Hasmonean state’s
status and acumen in the ancient world, about the reclaiming of land, expanding of
boundaries, the expelling of foreign invaders. Hanukkah, in short, had become the



symbol of Zionist revival. During World War II, Hanukkah also became the holiday
of American Jewry.

It was not surprising, t hen, t hat even an import ant t hinker like Morgenstern
changed his views drastically. From viewing Zionism, as well as German nationalism,
as expressions of dangerous ethnic selfishness and as antithetical to Judaism, he was
compelled to unconditionally accept the new Israeli-Zionist reality. On the eve of the
United States entering the war in 1941, he expressed, for the last time, the notion of
an alternative:

A twentieth-century Jewish state . . . will be no more than a passing
nationalistic episode, a temporary retreat into Jewish history. Despite
the pretentious Zionist claim of the benefit of rebuiding a Jewish
national home . . . The undeniable lesson of Jewish history . . . teaches
that Israel’s ability and destination are expressed only by religion and

only by Israel’s role as the carrier of the religious spiritual legacy.!

Morgenstern never renounced his dream of reviving the Jewish spirit in the United
States. Nevertheless, as a religious and community leader and scholar of Jewish
history, he sensed that the Shoah was an event too great to ignore. His view of an
independent Jewish state changed. It could be because he was convinced in his heart
that this was the right idea, or he may have succumbed to the wishes of ordinary
Jews and the Zionist ideas that enraptured the American Jewish population. From
then on, he would look toward “that yearned-for day, the founding day of the Jewish
state.”

The United Nations’ 1975 resolution that “Zionism is a form of racism and racial
discrimination” marked the beginning of the attempt to build a New Babel. Soon after
the resolution was voted, the Reform movement decided to join the Zionist
movement. Just as Zionism was losing its meaning in Israel, it became a defining
element of Jewish American politics, especially in the Reform commumity. For me it is
very clear: the American Jewry in the early days of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries was supposed to be something else—the universalistic pole of the Jewish
existence. Exactly like Morgenstern’s early thoughts and writing. With the Holocaust,



everything changed dramatically and even the reform movement joined the Zionist
ideology and contributed to part of the national shell rather than the desired
opernness.

Thus the Shoah changed the course for American Jews. From a path of enormous
potential toward becoming the rightfil heirs of pre-war European, especially German,
Jewish creativit y, t he Shoah narrowed the field of vision of American Jews. Anyone
who follows the statements and actions of American Jewish leaders and organizations
today would be unable to find anything that resembles Morgenstern’s great spirit of
universalism

When the Jewish lobby in Washington, the Conference of Presidents of Jewish
Organizations, and the other Jewish congresses and committees gather, only one issue
is discussed: Israel In the eyes of many Jews and nonJews alike, the Jewish
American comnmunity is a one-issue community. I regret this dangerous erosion of
purpose very much. I fear a world in which the only Jewish voice speaks only of
nationhood and nationalism Such a world is bereft of the wisdom our father Jacob
had when he prepared himself for the decisive encounter with his brother Esau.

Jacob was very much afraid, and justly so, of his redheaded brother who was a
master hunter. Jacob had stolen Esau’s birthright and robbed him of his father’s
blessing. Esau vowed that after their father Isaac died, he would “take care” of his
devious brother. Jacob, distressed, “divided the people with him. . . into two camps.
He said, if Esau comes to one camp and strikes it, the other camp will survive.” This
ancient story became the cornerstone of thinking for many generations.

This vision of “risk distribution” enabled the Jewish body to recuperate from blows
while allowing the Jewish spirit to expand around the globe and to enrich it. It made
Jewish contribution to the world possible, enabled adaptive thinking, and renewed
Jewish civilization, which has a permanent backup systen if destruction happens to
one Jewish organ—community— the other will survive.

For many years, three pillars supported the Jewish American structure from the
outside: the memory of the Shoah, the founding of the State of Israel, and the
struggle of the “Silent Jewry,” the Soviet Jews who were imprisoned behind the iron
curtain. As the years passed, two of these elements had weakened, but the Shoah
element remained intact. The third is gone now: Jews from the former Soviet Union
are completely free— thanks to American Jewry rather than to Israeli governments.



Despite the artificial claims of fndraising campaigns, most of the Jewish people no
longer need salvation. We have actually never been in better condition. As for the
second element, Israel’s centrality is eroded due to the constant embarrassments that
it produces, which lowered its status in the eyes of many. Bitter identity struggles in
the 1970s and 1980s, centered around the “Who is a Jew?” controversy, and the
lasting attempts of the Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox to narrowly define a “Jew,” did
not bring hearts closer. The rise of the ultra-Orthodox to political power in Israel and
the virtual ban on non-Orthodox streams of Judaism is how an unappreciative Israel
reciprocated the warm embrace of American Jews.

In Israel and in America, the guilt complex over the Shoah created a national
obsession of exaggerated securitism, the longing for power that often morphs into
primitive belligerence. In America, the collective feeling of guilt that more could have
been done if the U.S. government was prodded to act sooner is ever present. I do
not know the details of the Jewish American experience, but I know the leadership
pretty well. The Jewish masses are diverse and have a much more sophisticated
agenda than presented and expressed by their leadership. The destruction of the
Shoah seens to have been burned into the leaders’ minds. One result is that Jewish
American leaders tend to justify their government’s wars and support the most right-
wing foreign policies, especially vis-a-vis Israel and the Middle East. They are against
everybody, including Germany, Russia, and the Arab countries. Furthermore, the
official, organized Jewish voice is a power to reckon with in every election campaign.
It is very difficult to be elected to high office in America against the wishes of the
Jewish lobby. Financial and organizational resources, public support, legitimacy—and
not least, the damage the Jewish lobby can cause to unwanted candidates—tun
Jewish mnvolvement in American politics into a factor with strategic international
consequences.

Jewish influence sometimes causes American political candidat es to sound like
Shoah victims. “Never again” speeches, Auschwitz themes, and black skullcaps
during memorial ceremonies, complete with God Full of Mercy prayers, are
frequent. The inevitable outcome of this attitude is a feeling of power, and the firther
erosion of the Jewish idea of revival that was the basis for the American Jewish
autonomy. American Jews, like Israelis, are stuck in Auschwitz, raising the Shoah
banner high to the sky and exploiting it politically.

It seems natural then that the third supporting pillar, the Shoah and the vow



“Masada will not fall again” becomes the central element of American Jewish identity.
Masada was the site where allegedly Jewish warriors chose to commit suicide with
their families rather than surrender to superior Roman forces. In one of my early trips
in the United States I saw a poster in the offices of AIPAC, the America Israel
Political Affairs Committtee, that read: “Masada—A Living Memory.” Is collective
suicide the contemporary motto of American Jews?

Leon Uris’s 1958 novel Exodus expanded the Shoah effect to justify the Israeli
struggle one decade after the state had been established. It was a shallow,
stereotypical story of a ramshackle refugee ship that was turned back at Haifa by the
British authorities. The story is an important part of Zionist mythology. During the
1950s, the World Jewish Congress (WJC), whose power derives from the American
Jewish community, led the charge to reestablish ties among Israel, the Jews, and the
“other Germany.” That is a classical Israeli expression meaning the non-Nazi, postwar
Germany. The WJC navigated the intractable negotiations for the reparations,
compensation, personal pensions, and the restitution of Jewish property that had
been stolen in the Shoah. During the 1980s, the WIC targeted Kurt Waldheim, a
former Austrian Naz officer who had become SecretaryGeneral of the United
Nations. Waldheim was forced to resign, and the WIC thereby justified its existence.
During the 1990s, then WIC director Dr. Israel Singer, with his president Edgar
Bronfiman and 1, initiated and led the struggle against Swiss banks for the restitution
of dormant deposits belonging to Jews who had perished in the Shoah. The
campaign succeeded beyond expectations and the organization again justified its
existence and gained strength.

In the 1990s Steven Spielberg, who directed the film Schindler s List, donated the
film’s profits toward the building of a world archive that would document all the
survivors, wherever they are, for the memory of future generations. Thus he became
an essential facilitator in the process, enabling several more years of recording live
testimonies from firsthand witnesses, testimonies that would otherwise be lost forever.
The Shoah is still the major forming experience of Jewish public life everywhere in the
world.

It seems that more than six decades after his death, Hitler retains his influence over



American Jews. Vulnerability can be felt in the most impressive community the Jews
have ever built, a Jewry more glorious than those of Babel and Spain, even more so
than German Jewry that existed between the time of Mendelssohn and of the Shoah.
The potential is there for Jews to change the world for the better, if they only free
themselves from the Nazi shackles.

Courageous Israel is a mini- America in the “Wild East.” It faithfully represents the
American spirit in a region that is very much in need of salvation. In Israel you find
frontiers and pioneers with vision just like the early American West. Israel plays the
cowboy, and the Jews of America provide the strategic support that compels every
U.S. administration to support Israel. In turn, Israel supports the administration that is
supported by the Jewish organizations that support Israel that supports them. What is
wrong with mutual back-scratching?

There is a major weakness in this triangle of strategic alliance. Jewish voters t radit
ionally cast t heir votes to t he Democrat ic Part y; Jewish Republicans are relatively
few in number. Even in the heyday of Jewish support of Republican presidents
—Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush—not more than one-third of Jews voted
Republican. The American Jewish voter is apparently more concerned with domestic
issues than with what the Jewish wheeler-dealers claim is good for Israel, namely a
Republican president.

“Good for Israel” means different things to the Jewish masses and to their leaders.
It seens that instinctively, millions of Jews understand that a White House that is
good for Israel should not necessarily do everything that Israel requests, but rather do
what Israel needs. Furthermore, an ordinary Jew, though he is afected by his family’s
memories and suffering for therr traumas, wants his children to grow in a healthy
society. He would rather integrate into a multicultural society and look forward to the
future than linger, holding on to the past. He would want to preserve solidarity with
the government, reducing its involverment to a minimum

American Jews seek solutions both as members of the Jewish faith and as partners
in the building of the American nation. The one-issue strategy does not address these
goals as it deals with Israel and nothing else. Yet every time a strategic reevaluation
concerning Israel is called for, the silencing voices are heard: Shoah, pogroms, self
hating Jews. Again antiSemitism, swastikas, and Hitler decide the debate on Jewish
identity and an opportunity for dialogue dies before it even begins.



So, three traumatized communities constitute the majority of the Jewish people today:
American Jews, Ashkenaz Israelis, and Middle Eastern Israelis. The three
communities are still Shoah-shocked, and they do not seek to mitigate the Shoah’s
burdensome weight. I still do not know what the role of the former Soviet Jewry will
be in all this. It is too early to know whether they will fully assimilate into general
society or create a niche for themselves. Until then, I compare the education and rise
of Israel with the education of children, my own.

After t he teenage rebellion comes reconciliat ion, accept ance, and even a partial
adoption of the parents” ways of life; in the middle of our lives we find ourselves
much more similar to our parents than we could ever have predicted. So it is with
Zionism, the young rebellious daughter that declared itself independent from Mother
Judaism. Authors, intellectuals, pioneers, and builders rebelled against the rabbis, their
benefactors, and those they perceived to be part of Jewish religious degeneration. If
the course of events had continued undisturbed, familial reconciliation would have
come and Judaism and Zionism would have synthesized. Except that the Shoah
happened in the fitth decade of Zionism, destroying history. Its shadow refuses to
depart. The Shoah destroyed the Eastern European Jews, became the main argument
for the Jewish state, accelerated its founding, and now it nourishes Israel’s existence.
The establishment of the third Jewish commonwealth indirectly encouraged
Sephardic Jews to leave their centuries-old communities and come to Zion. On top
of these obstacles, the Shoah prevents Israel from naturally reaching maturity,
postponing the reconciliation of Judaism and Zionism. The overt result is that Israel
and the Jewish people remain fully connected to the sick, malignant parts of the
European experience. We are reliving with morbid intensity the most horrible twelve
years of our history at the expense of Europe’s Jewish millennia, the stunning ten
centuries of mutual influences that changed their lives and ours. Instead, we sanctify
our security doctrine, offen expressed vengefully and belligerently. We have
embarrassing politics that lack vision and resenble small-town wheeling and dealing
instead of national leadership that grasps the burden of responsibility. We need to
repair all this and more if we want a healthy, normal, and rational state. It is time for a
sobering dialogue on the essence of this state and its ailments. How can it be cured?

Each year, two weeks after Sukkot, when we read the part of the Torah that tells



the story of Noah'’s ark, I think of destruction. I try to imagine what Noah felt during
the long days floating above the world that he had known and that had been
annihilated. Did he ask himself who of his friends was still alive and who had already
died? Did he feel sorrow? Did he miss them? What did he say to his dear ones? We
will never know, for the Bible made Noah a silent hero. Unlike Adam, Eve, Cain, the
Fathers, their wives, and their servants, Noah utters not one word on the topic of
ethics. Even Balaam’s donkey speaks, and stuttering Moses speaks volumes. Noah
remains silent, drinks wine to escape the sorrow, and finds just a few words to curse
his sons for seeing his private parts and maybe even for castrating him It seems that
destruction paralyzes and silences. The Hebrew words for blood and for silence,
dam and dmama, have the same sound. The lesson is that the more blood is shed,
the fewer words are spoken, until the ultimate silence. This is why we observe a
minute of silence in memorial ceremonies.

What Noah saw upon disembarking from the ark was complete ruin; corpses,
empty communities, and carcasses everywhere. All those who left the ark of Europe
since 1945—my daughter’s teacher insists “We all are Shoah survivors—saw before
them the ruin of the Jewish continent. All were aftected, and worse, consumed by the
Shoah’s aftermath.

Hitler is no more. But we still suffer his evil legacy, and refuse to be comforted. It was
easy for Hitler to take our lives away from us, and it is difficult for us to get Hitler out
of our lives.






CHAPTER 5
REMEMBERING THE WEIMAR REPUBLIC



WHAT COLOR WAS THE HoLocAUST? PROBABLY WHITE. The Angel of Death
had white wings and a white cape. My grandmother sewed her own shroud in the
Teresienstadt camp and it was white. The shroud looked like the white cloaks that my
father and his friends would wear on Yom Kippur for the service at our ¥ekke
synagogue in Jerusalem. Dr. Yosef Mengele wore a white coat in his “clinic.” The
Aryans were the white master race. Half the stripes on the camp prisoner’s uniforms
were white. The snow on the tracks from Auschwitz to Birkenau was exceptionally
white and exceptionally frozen. My father never had a tan. The Shoah may have been
all white. If not, at least the Shoah blindness was white, like in José Saramago’s
book.

Everybody thinks that blindness is black. “The patient sees black,” the
ophthalmologist in Saramago’s book Blindness, notes. If the sighted see colors and
hues, the blind should see the opposite, no color whatsoever and black is an absolute
non-color. White, on the other hand, is all colors. The Shoah had all the human
colors, from the worst of evil to the noblest of good. Shoah blindness, like the color
white, is also all-encompassing. It is present in our lives everywhere, even when we
do not see it and do not feel it.



My father was also struck with Shoah blindness. He knew the colorful components
of the world in general and of the post-Shoah Jewish world in particular, but he did
not see well He was a fantastic observer, but the big picture was even more
tremendous than his vision. A thick wall separated him from the real meaning of Israel
that he had built and maintained. I almost never heard his positions on Israel from him
directly. He did speak out on current affairs, endlessly—in his party’s newspaper
Hatzofe, from the Yiddish radio pulpit, or in the small Italian synagogue that we
attended on Shabbat—but we almost never discussed existential matters. I had to
search elsewhere for his positions. I had to go back to other places and other times,
dig in the ashes, and dust my own memory in order to find my father of old, to
connect with him and to bring his thinking to today.

He dismissed with a forgiving smile the messianic fanatics of Gush Emunim, the
hardcore settler movement, who were growing like wild grass within his own party.
He withheld his criticism. He knew that they were ruining his dream, but he did not
confiont them, as if waiting for the nuisance to go away by itself. What he did not
realize was that they were here to stay and he was to go away. They lived in the
political present, and he was stuck with the historical clock. His timepiece stood still
when Hitler jammed its mechanism, but their clock changed Israeli history in an
irreversible way. Perhaps he liked their values and only disagreed with their actions. It
may have been one thing or its opposite; one could never know because for him
everything was Talmudic and there was always more than meets the eye. At the same
time, everything was German with him, meaning that everything was planned ahead of
time. Did he see and keep quiet, or did he simply not see? I do not know.

My father was part of Israel’s leadership and yet did not express his opinions, but my
mother did, casually, as an aside. We stood on our porch, under the gaze of Jesus’
mother from the Terra Santa monastery across the street. Down the street buses
smoked and ambulances wailed. It was 1982, the first war in Lebanon. My dad was
minister of the interior, a member of Prime Minister Menahem Begin’s cabinet. I was
an activist with the war protest movement. My father contained the conflict,
absorbing it and not revealing his true feelings—an emotional feat, considering that he



seemed to side with me and my friends. It was not just because his value system was
mauled by his party colleagues, but because of his Talmudic approach, according to
which a Jewish text must contain disagreement. You do not expel the challenger from
the school; you contain him and his views. In the Talmudic tradition it is called
“heavenly disagreement.” Because today’s minority view may be tomorrow’s majority
View.

My mother had a harder time, since she lived by the Book of Ruth, according to
which a good neighborhood is an essential part of life. The question, “What would
the neighbors say?”’ played an important role in her life.

We stood on the porch and had our respectful argument. 1 was firious with the
government to which my father belonged, and she was trapped between the two of
us, wanting yet unable to defend us both. “What do you need this ‘Peace Now’ for?”
she asked gently of the peace movement I supported. Funny indeed, for a woman
who had sacrificed everything in the name of the public life of the man she loved
since youth, to ask me why I had chosen a public life. I almost said something harsh
expressing my anger at my father, who was in a position he did not wish to be in. It
was a warmongering cabinet, headed by Begin, a Jew with an exilic mentality and a
childish prime minister.

“Mom,” I said, “T would happily give up my struggle, but I want to pass on to my
children a better country than the one you’re passing on to me.” My mother replied
without hesitation, “This country is not the country that we built. We founded a
different country in 1948, but I don’t know where it’s disappeared.”

Our struggle for peace took place in the worldly Jerusalem My parents built and
lived in the heavenly Jerusalem. They did not want to come down to reality to see our
suffering. 1 am convinced that they never spoke about this conversation, but through
their tacit commumnication she knew his message. A great disappointment separated
them from the reality in Israel; they were almost dumbfounded. They saw a different
reality, and they could not see ours because of Shoah blindness.

My partner Yael and I have been together since age fourteen. She is short and I am
tall. She has abundant hair and I am balding. She stands upright like a dancer and I



ama bit bent, in a Jewish way. She is olive-skinned and dark eyed and I am pale and
blue-eyed. She is a native of France and very French and I am an Israeli with the
brash roughness typical of Israelis. In short, we do not look alike.

But we are alike in many unapparent ways. Couples become similar. Friends and
even rivals become similar over time, in their manners, speech, and body language.
This is the result of years of mutual concessions and compromise. As people become
similar, so do nations. Sometimes it is only the sound of their language, but often it is
also i their inner worlds: values, narratives, heritage, and political actions. The
traveler can see the similarities between France and the French part of Belgum
Switzerland has much more in common with its neighbors Austria and Germany than
the spoken German dialects. They share fashion, custons, and humor, when it exists.

What does Israel resemble? In many ways Israel resenbles no other country. In
other ways, Israel is frighteningly similar to the countries we never wanted to
resemble. In order to describe Israel, we will have to look at some of its prominent
characteristics. No other country shares Israel’s absolute freedom of speech. Great
Britain decreed total blackout and media censorship during its foolish war with
Argentina in the Falkland Islands in 1982. George W. Bush’s United States will not
show the caskets from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan in the media. Israel, on the
other hand, sets no limits on speech and expression. In Israel one can say everything
about everything. People can call for the assassination of their prime minister and
almost nothing will be done against them. Walls are covered with racist graffiti calling
for “Death to the Arabs™ and saying ‘No Arabs, no terror,” and the police and other
authorities do not even bother to erase the shameful slurs. In the ultra-Orthodox
neighborhoods of Jerusalem, one can see more swastikas than on all the desecrated
Jewish graves in the world. Freedom of expression in Israel crossed the line a long
time ago and has led to a form of verbal anarchy that is very close to active violence.
Our whole country is held hostage by a bunch of settlers who threaten civil war, call
on soldiers to refuse orders, undermine the state’s authority, and deny its right to
carry out the majority’s will—all this in the name of freedom of expression and
affiliation.

So, with such a divided psyche, Israeli society is split to its core. What keeps this
country together are the wars. Often we say that we are lucky to have the Arab as an
enemy, otherwise we would have devoured one another a long time ago. Often we
say that if our enemies were smart, they would lay down their arms, turn their swords



into ploughshares and wait patiently for us to do the work for them. We may speak
out against war, but in reality we are still over-armed and thus coalesce naturally with
the surrounding enmity. In the high-school yeshiva I attended, I had an extraordinary
Hebrew teacher. In the twelfth grade, he disappeared twice for a few days. The first
time, he was arrested for the attempted arson of a Mount of Olives church; the
second time, he chased someone—a non-Jew, naturally—with an ax in the Old City.
He was detained on suspicion of membership in all kinds of extreme right-wing
organizations. At that time these organizations were small and considered fiinge
groups. Since then they have grown, in the best tradition of right-wing ideologies.

As a schoolboy, I liked my teacher very much. I did not know his ideology well
and did not understand it completely. I argued with him, trying to hone my values on
his whetstone. The confrontation with him benefited me and I absorbed some of the
most humanistic Jewish axions that I treasure to this day. At the time I did not know
how dangerous he was; just that he was a strong opponent, a unique, wise, and
outstanding man in an otherwise rather mundane school. I remember his smile when
he dictated the essay title for our final exam: “In Wars and Trials a People is Made.”
“This one is especially for you,” he whispered to me.

As the years passed, he and his friends increased in numbers. The fringes became
the center while on the left, we decreased in numbers and became marginal. Their
insane narrative threatened to tear Israel apart. Concepts like expulsion, death,
starvation, and persecution have become part of the political dialogue and not even
the cabinet is exempt. Their voices are heard loud and clear, often from the Knesset
podium, on Gaza, Judea, Samaria, and South Lebanon. The same spirit, the same
words and the same logic: Jews and Israelis have become thugs. The rhetoric had its
impact on policy. In the summer 2006 war in Lebanon, we crossed a line we had not
crossed before when we bombed the enemy’s capital city, violating Lebanon’s
symbol of sovereignty and national pride, not allowing room for reconciliation the day
after. We did not do this to any capital city in 1967, or during the Yom Kippur War. In
the first war in Lebanon, we stopped short of invading Beirut. Now we have
removed all restraints.

It was a government in which both the prime minister and the defense minister were
civilians, with no military careers behind them, that bombed parts of southern Beirut
to dust, citing Dresden and Kosovo as precedents. Israeli arrogance in the sky above
Beirut is the voice of the people at their worst. The guns blasted so loudly that we



became used to it and we could no longer differentiate sounds. This noise is the result
of the moral distortion in a victims’ state, the country that permits itself to sacrifice
the other. Victimhood sets you free. I have to confess, especially having rejected the
position of victimhood, that my greatest surprise in writing this book was discovering
that the political, social, and national structures that most resemble Israel’s are those
of Germany’s Second Reich before the period of anarchy that facilitated the rise of
National Socialism I must emphasize, though: before, not during.

This is both embarrassing and frightening.

Otto Eduard Bismarck was the founding father of the second German empire,
known also as the Second Reich. Early in the 1870s Bismarck fulfilled a two-
decade-long dream. In a few months he crushed the French army of Napoleon 111
and founded the Second Empire in Versailles, France, of all places. With this act, he
elevated Germany to the level of the other European powers. Most Germans, among
them Jews, regarded the unification of the German lands as an act of historical, if not
messianic, redemption. Friedrich Nietzsche, the doubting philosopher, was not
amused. He tried to shake them, stating “such a magnificent military victory may
cause much greater destruction and annihilation than was defeated in battle, especially
if it is interpreted by the Germans as proof of their human and cultural superiority
over the defeated French.”!

The few who shared his views understood that German national revival at gunpoint
was a poor substitute for true national revival, such as was needed to repair a
decadent regime and society. Leopold Sonnemann, the Jewish publisher of the
Frankfurter Zeitung, predicted that the new German unification “will come at the
expense of fieedom” He and others correctly saw that the new union was based on
the strength of the German army. They understood that the new situation created
tension between a military state and a civilian state. In such a situation, the military
state would sanctify flawed values, such as nationalism, belligerence, and the
idolization of a national security doctrine, above all others. Militarists know no other
way of functioning but to manipulate people’s prejudices against those perceived
“others” through social and political toughness



When my initial courtship of Yael came to an end, I decided to invite her to my
family’s home. I needed to prepare my parents for this historic meeting. I told them
that I had a new girlfriend.

My mother smiled, and my father seemed puzzled.

“So?” he said.

“She will come here tomorrow for the first time. Don’t mess it up,” I begged.

I knew my father’s endless curiosity for other people’s backgrounds, and
occupations. At the time I did not understand why he stored so much information
about the Jews he met, never to be forgotten. I was afraid that my young friend
would be afraid of him and run away from me forever.

“Don’t worry,” my mother said, trying to ease my anxiety.

“Tell me, who is she?” my father asked.

I told them she was French, and that she had emigrated from France not long ago .

“Nu, nu,” my father concluded, and returned to his business.

Yael came over the following day, nervous about meeting my parents for the first
time, not to mention meeting a minister, a Jewish minister, for the first time in her life.
As 1 feared, my father broke his promise and launched into his usual interrogation:
“Who are you?”” “Who are your parents?” “Where are you from?”” Only the notorious
KGB interrogation lamp was missing in that small room that seemed to grow smaller
with every passing moment.

She finally confessed meekly, “1 am from Strasbourg,” That was the beginning of a
great friendship between my father and Yael. “Why did you say she’s French?”” he
snapped at me, “She’s one of our own; she’s from Alsace. Bismarck gave us back
Alsace-Lorraine in the 1870s. Strasbourg is ours!”

So spoke the former German Jew, with a sudden burst of national pride. For a
moment he relived his German identity, forgetting that it no longer existed.

Bismarck’s victory and the repatriation of the Alsace-Lorraine province generated
rhetoric and acts in Germany that may sound familiar to Israelis. Although the land
had belonged briefly to Germany a few hundred years earlier, at the end of the
nineteenth century most Alsatians were French. In a parliamentary debate in Berlin,



Sonnemann said, ““You will never be able to force them to be German.” The patriotic
press retorted by writing that the re-education of the Alsatians “would commence
with the help of a whip. These alienated children should feel our fist. Love will follow
the taming,” The rhetoric of “the Arabs only understand force” was being composed.
So it was then, and later, and so it is with us.

Service in the Israeli military is key to dignified life as a civilian, or so it was for
many years. Despite the recent erosion of their status, the Isracli Defense Forces are
still the foundation and launching pad of the Israeli civilian, and his service is part of
his identity. Israeli Air Force pilots are still considered among the best in the world.
Some intelligence and information technology units are the launching pads for those
hoping to be part of the high-tech industry. Military service opens doors. Former
senior officers are installed in key positions of the civilian administration and city
government, and more than one-fourth of Knesset members of the Labor Party are
former generals or colonels. I often hear teenagers deliberating where it would be
best for them to serve, with a view to post-army life. Any debate on conscientious
objection includes the sentence, “If you don’t serve, it will hurt your career later on.”
Some elite units produce future army chiefs of staff, who then enter politics and
sometimes end up in the prime minister’s office. Moshe Dayan, Yitzhak Rabin, Ehud
Barak, and Shaul Mofaz moved directly from the top army post to the ministries of
defense or the interior or to prime minister as if it were the most natural path. In
short, the military is where Israeli leaders are made. We did not mvent this systen it
is borrowed from Bismarck’s Germany.

Both the German and Israeli militaristic regimes excluded entire populations. In
Germany, thousands of Jews who were qualified to become officers, and who had
served in the German army as early as 1880, were never commissioned. In Israel, no
Arab (more specifically, no non-Jew) will ever be made a chief of staff or the prime
minister, nor in the foreseeable future will a non-Jew sit in the Knesset security
subcommittees or on the Mossad, or on any committee that deals with nuclear
capability. In this sense, Israeli Arabs are like the German Jews of the Second Reich.
1 must reiterate that the comparison is not between the status of today’s Israeli Arabs
and that of the Jews during the Holocaust, not even in the pre-war Naz years, but



only during the long incubation period that preceded Nazism and that gave rise to a
public mindset that enabled the Nazis to take power.

How does one lead a people, an entire society, millions of people, to shut their
eyes and block their ears to the events that surround them? Many Germans would
later claim, and were prepared to swear, that they had no idea of what was going on,
and yet we do not believe them. It’s impossible, we tell their sons and daughters, that
one day people suddenly started to disappear and they did not notice. The sons and
daughters who come to talk to us insist vehemently, “but my parents did not know.”
Once in a while, an old resident near a former concentration camp says that he
walked by it daily but did not see the obvious and did not smell anything unusual, like
the ashes of our brethren. It seens that there are mechanisims of suppression and
denial that cause us to shut our eyes to the distress of a battered woman or to turn a
deaf ear to the cries of a helpless child that is abused near us. Studies have shown
that viewing images of a car accident is not an effective deterrent against reckless
driving. The notion “it will not happen to me” creates an iron wall between the
individual and the vision of blood, body parts, and death. It is easy to incite a crowd,
instilling fear, raising demons, and the rest will simply follow. When individuals testify
that they did not see or hear anything unusual, it may be true because it was sinply
too much to perceive, too much to bear.

Hannah Arendt wrote in her book Eichmann in Jerusalem:

Lying became mtegral to the German national character...In wartime,
the lie that was most influential on the German people was the slogan
“The fatal struggle of the German people,” comed by Hitler or
Goebbels. The easy [lying] facilitated the selfdeception in three
manners. First, it hinted that the war was not a war. Second, that fate,
not Germany, started it. Third, that it is a question of lift and death for
the Germans, who had to eradicate their enemies or be eradicated

themselves.2

Our beloved Israel also fell into the fatality trap: us, “the good,” against “them,” the
demons, the ultimate enemy. When every enemy is the absolute evil and every conflict
is a war to the death, all is justified in our eyes. We do not distinguish between levels
of hostility nor do we view our enemies as rivals with possibly legitimate needs: they
are all against us all the time, and all we can do is defend ourselves. Even our armed



forces, who specialize in attacking and taking initiative, are still called the “Isracli
Defense Forces.” Former Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu announced to the U.S.
Senate a few days after 9/11 that the attack was a turning point. He said that a critical
war was imminent, in which the United States, led by George W. Bush, would be the
keeper of the gate.

Netanyahu is without doubt an expert (some say, a propagandist) on Israel n
recent decades, and he aimed for his target. He was speaking in Washington, D.C.,
but his audience was his own party in Israel. The press release from his office
reported that Netanyahu presented the Associated Press with photos that showed
body parts strewn among pizzas fiom a suicide attack at a Sbarro restaurant in
Jerusalem “Fifty years ago we defeated the Nazis with the consensus that the Nazis

should be condermed . . 3

‘When Hamas won the Palestinian elections in January 2006, Netanyahu rushed to
announce that we had a new #zorer, a term used to describe the very worst of
Israel’s historic enemies, like Hitler. All Netanyahu’s enemies are super enemies, and
he and President Bush lead the fiee world against these frightening creatures. Many
years of propaganda like this, using historically laden terminology, have resulted in
perpetual hysteria: everything is a sign of fate and we are hanging in the balance,
between existence and amnihilation. Propaganda tells us that we await total
destruction or salvation, with nothing in between. The war of 1948 was as significant
as the ones in 1956 and 1967. Who could deny the similarity between three weeks
of anxious siege preceding the Six-Day War and the Shoah’s ghettos and camps?
Was the country’s fate not hanging in the balance in the Yom Kippur War of 1973?
When the Egyptians seized some Israeli posts on the Suez Canal in October 1973,
defense minister Moshe Dayan, the great general, talked about the possible
destruction of the Third Temple! Netanyahu operates on prepared, cultivated ground,
saturated with absolute evil, where the Jews are perpetually fighting for their survival.

Netanyahu follows the footsteps of many other talented, emotional speakers. When
we attacked Lebanon in 1982, launching a war of decett, folly, and futility, Prime
Minister Menahem Begin sent us out to fight Yasser Arafat, the “two-legged beast.” It
was the same expression he had used thirty years earlier to describe Hitler. He also



liked to compare the Palestinian National Charter to Hitler’s Mein Kampf. ‘Never
before in human history was such a despicable, wicked, armed organization formed
—except for the Nazs,” Begin once said, referring to the Palestinian Liberation
Organization. Following the attack on Arafat’s headquarters in Beirut, according to
the Israeli historian Tom Segev, Begin told President Ronald Reagan that he felt as if
he had sent the IDF to Berlin to kill Hitler in his bunker. His cabinet secretary at the
time, Arye Naor, testified that Begin persuaded his cabinet to launch the war in
Lebanon with these words: ““You know what I have done and what we have all done
to avoid war and bereavement, but our fate in the Land of Israel is such that there is
no choice but to fight and sacrifice. Believe me that the alternative is Treblinka, and
we have decided that there will be no more Treblinkas.” “Hitler is already dead, Mr.
Prime Minister,” novelist Amos Oz retorted in the magazine Yediot Aharonot two
weeks after that unnecessary war broke out. “Again and again, Mr. Begin, you show
the public your strange urge to revive Hitler in order to kill him anew in the form of
terrorists. This urge to recreate and re-eliminate Hitler again and again is the fiuit of
distress that poets are obliged to express, but for a statesmen this might lead to
dangerous results.”

The political debate between Oz, the prophet of the left, and Begin, the icon of the
right, was not about form but about substance, about the ways of influencing history.
It was a struggle between the poet’s distress and the politician’s psychosis; it was a
wrestling match between value systens, in the arena of words, over the use of
language, in this case laundered language. A harsh reality needs harsh words to
describe i, live it, and survive it. Laundered words allow us to perceive soiled
realities as clean. We did not invent this method, but we improved t, as if we learned
nothing from the evil ones who had laundered words before us.

The Nazi method was ingenious. Joseph Goebbels, the father of modem
propaganda, knew how to spin the sickest ideas as if they were health itself He and
his henchmen sold these ideas, and the Germans bought them and looked away. In
his brilliant essay, “The Future of Liberty,” Thomas Gauly examined the Western
concepts of freedom and liberty:

In his fimSchindler’s List, American director Steven Spielberg
presents an effective example of the danger that threatens freedom as
the result of changing language values. The film tells the story of



German businessman Oskar Schindler, who succeeds in saving several
thousand Jews from death in concentration camps. When Schindler
discovers that his closest worker, who is privy to all his secrets, is
about to be sent to a concentration canp, he tries to encourage hin:

Schindler: T will see to it that you receive special treatment if you are sent to
Auschwitz.

Worker: I hope that by “special treatment” you don’t mean what people say.
Schindler: Do we need a new language?

Worker: I amaffaid so, Mr. Schindler.

Many books and studies have been written about the Nazi reinterpretation of words,
and the direct and indirect methods of brainwashing the German people. There are
not many German documents that specifically use the words “destruction,”
“elimmation,” “murder,” or “killing” The destruction process is described as
“evacuation,” “special treatment,” ‘relocation,” ‘work in the East,” “residential
relocation,” and “final solution.” This special terminology was developed to allay the
fears of Jews so that they would go easily to the centers of death, believing they
were going to work in the East. The destination was a “labor camp,” because the
word “camp” denotes a temporary stay, definitely not anything definitive (we, too,
have yet to overcome this, since we still call the Nazi death centers “‘concentration
camps”). Even when the victins arrived at Auschwitz they remained optimistic, since
above the gate was the slogan “Work Makes You Free.” Then there were the
“showers” for them to cleanse and disinfect thenselves after the long journey. Who
would believe that they meant something else entirely? What was Zyklon B gas?
Humans always believe words. Frantz Fanon wrote in the early 1950s. “To speak
means to use a certain syntax, to have the morphology of a certain language. But the

true meaning is to assume a certain culture, a load of civilization.”® A civilization that
employs laundered words uses a false language to represent a false culture and allows
a state to wash itself clean of any responsibility for acts done in their name. ‘1 didn’t
know,” “T wasn’t told,” “Tt can’t be, the newspapers didn’t report it”” are common
manifestations of responses to laundered language. The reply should be, “They did
tell you, but in words that allowed you to not acknowledge their true meaning. They
told you, but in a way that enabled you to not know what you did not want to know.”



Fanon is an expert witness worth listening to. He forced the old, bloated, and
hollow France to stand up against the oppression of blacks and to assume
responsibility for white crimes against nonwhites, and through France he reached the
West. His book Black Skin, White Masks became one of the twentieth century’s
most important texts. It explains the origins and the extent of modern conf licts that
involve racism, oppression, independence, and cultural liberation. Some considered
Fanon the prophet of modern violence, because he opined that violence must be
integral to struggles for liberation. Fanon deserves credit for being one of the first to
argue that language is the white man’s major tool of oppression, as the nuances of
the white man’s language express the profound belief that blacks are inferior and evil
while reinforcing ideas of white superiority.

Some of the trials and travails that Fanon attributed to blacks can also be
attributed to the Jews, who were considered inferior for hundreds of years, and most
definitely to the mnocent Jews who were slaughtered in the name of racist, Aryan
policy. For this reason, it is much more difficult to confront the situation in Israel. Yet
we nust not ignore the fact that the modern Hebrew language employs word
laundering to mask an arrogant, violent and even racist attitude toward the Arab
eneny.

In everyday spoken Hebrew, the adjective Arab has a bad connotation. “Arab
labor” expresses low-quality work. An “Arab worker” means a cheap worker. An
“Arab army” is a derogatory term for a defeated army (the late president Ezer
Weiziman once told me that the “IDF was the best Arab army in the Middle East”).
Such examples are plentifil. The derogatory connotation makes the Arabs the heirs
of the Jews and blacks as perceived inferiors. Yet there are two exceptions to this
rule, two terms that express much appreciation to the word Arab. “An Arab House”
in the Jerusalem real estate market is a highly sought after property; it is a high quality
home, beautiful, well-built, large, and spacious. It is a house that will last forever. The
other term relates to food. An “Arab Salad” is a dish in the great family of Arab
cuisine. It is authentic, local, fresh, and wholesome. Hummus and falafel are much
more well regarded here than Ashkenazi gefilte fish or the Moroccan dish Areime.

The exceptions regarding the words for these two very basic personal necessities
testify that Israelis accept Arab presence as a fact of life. The barbed-wire fences
and walls will not change the fact that when we look for food and shelter, we look for
the Arab. A good Arab, according to this language, is an Arab of home and food. It



is not the Arab of scomn, contempt, inciterment and death. Reality, as bitter as it may
be, cannot erase this.

I do believe wholeheartedly that despite our malaise, we prefer to live with our
neighbors in dignity and respect and not to turn into wild beasts and oppressors, like
our persecutors just two generations ago.

Such an attitude was well noted by Israeli journalist and novelist Davide Grossman,
who spent seven weeks leading up to the twentieth anniversary of the occupation-
liberation traveling in Israel’s occupied territories. Fluent in Arabic, he spent time in
refugee camps, observed proceedings in military courts, and visited settlements and
Palestinian cities and villages, where he was a welcome guest. The now defimct
Koteret Rashit newsweekly published a special issue based on Grossman’s soul
searching. He later added a few new chapters and turned his experience into a
haunting book, The Yellow Wind, about the corruption and squalor of the late 1980s.

The book saddened me. But I was wrong to think that we had reached rock
bottom, from which we could only move up. Twventy years have passed and today
those depths seem like humanistic utopia. Grossman writes about word laundering:

A state in confusion rewrites a new vocabulary for itself. Israel is not t
he first state to do so . . . but . . . it is revolting to w itness t he slow
defacing, A new species of recruited, traitorous words is developing
slowly; words that have lost their original meaning, words that do not
describe reality, but aspire to hide it.

Israel’s word laundering is among the most advanced in the world, in part because
the reality here keeps changing and requires new words every time. The reinvention
of words started long ago with the good old boys from the Palmah, one of the
militias that fought for Israel’s independence. They never stole; they merely “pulled”
from the chicken coop. In the army we did not steal, only “completed inventory.” We
never sexually harassed women, we only asked what exactly she meant by “no.” We
were educated to respect the “purity of arms,” an oxymoronic term meant to cleanse
the conscience, as if killing with a “pure” firearm legitimizes killing. In time, we
advanced so much we reached the heights of self-deceit. When our armed forces, in
which our children serve, kill people who pose no immediate threat, who are not
about to commit an act of terror and are not considered ticking bombs, we stop
reading, knowing, hearing, and caring, because the army uses the term “targeted



prevention.” How targeted could it be when it is carried out dozens, if not hundreds,
of times? How targeted could it be if inocent bystanders are also maimed and
killed? Targeted prevention sounds much better than “extermination,” “assassination,”
or “liquidation.” Are we becoming more like them? Has the enmity between us and
the Palestinians already blured the line between a good moral soldier and a
predator? If T resemble them, the Palestinians, and they are the heirs of the Nazis,
what does that then say about me? About us? We have no answer, as we have no
proper words.

For some the word “expose” may denote the courageous revealing of the truth,
but round here, for others the same positive word means something else entirely, as it
does for those who are crying over an old orchard that is gone forever since it was
“exposed” for security reasons. The fence near the home of former defense minister
Shaul Mofaz in Kokhav Yair was cleared and exposed. The orchard that existed
there before the arrogant Jewish community was built no longer yields fruit. The
terrorists no longer have a place to hide in ambush for the minister, so they try to
harm elsewhere. The minister and his family can enjoy their sleep, except that by
“exposing,” they planted another hidden seed of hatred.

A “crown” in Israeli military lingo is not a royal accessory or a dental procedure
but a stifling siege that leads to hunger, thirst, and desperation. A crown is what is
done in my name when my children surround enemy cities and trap their Arab peers
inside them. A crown is a terrible, dispiriting act to those who experience it—no
matter how benign the term may sound to those who do not want to know it, who
bury their head in the sand that corrupts the holy language and turns it into a usefil
tool of the occupation.

It is very difficult in Israel to compare something or someone to Germany because
here, Germany means Nazs, gas chambers, and the final solution. It is inconvenient to
recognize that Hitler’s Germany did not start with those images; it was not always
murderous. Germany was different before, but it deteriorated. A word bred a phrase
that bred a reality that enabled destruction. Nothing compares—and I pray that it will
never compare—with Germany i the last stages of the Naz regime, from
Kristallnacht in late 1938 to the liberation of the victims from the death centers in
Germany and the East in the first half of 1945. It is true that we do not have gas
chambers here and that we have no official policy of deportation and annihilation. Yet
those who will not open their ears and eyes should not be surprised when it becomes



clear one day how similar Israel is to those early years in Germany, when the German
people were deceived, misled. Certain moments in the Israeli experience are very
similar to what happened in Germany between the insult of defeat in the Great War
and the Naz’s rise to power in 1933. In the early days after World War I, in the new
German democracy, respectable, decent people did not take Hitler and his men
seriously. They were loud and provocative, but transparent. They were not really
seen and not much listened to.

Tan Kershaw, one of the most authoritative voices on modern German history,
presented new details about Hitler and Germany in a new biography of Hitler, adding
pieces 