the rabbinic call for human rights

Democracy and Power

I Prayers against the government

1) Rosh Hashanah Musaf service
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And then the righteous will see [this] and rejoice, and
the upright will be jubilant, and the pious will exult with
joyous song; injustice will close its mouth, and all the
wickedness will vanish like smoke, when You remove the
rule of evil (or the evil government) from the earth. ..

And You Adonai will reign alone over all Your works on
Mount Zion, dwelling place of Your glory, and in
Jerusalem, city of Your Sanctuary, as it is written in Your
holy words, “Adonai will reign forever; Your God, Zion,
throughout all generations. Praise God.”

Why is this prayer part of the Rosh Hashanah service?

Some commentators have understood this as a prayer against a particular government (like the
Roman empire, the paradigm of evil in the eyes of classical Jewish text), and some have read it
as referring to all human governments. What is the difference for you? How do you read it?
What do you think about when you recite these words?

What is the vision of what might replace the memshelet zadon?



[ Judaism and Democracy?

1) Rosh Hashanah Musaf (Malkhuyot)
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2) Deuteronomy 17:14-20
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T’ruah Rosh Hashanah 5784/2023

Our God and God of our ancestors, reign over the entire
world with Your glory, and be uplifted over all the earth
with Your honor, and appear in the splendor of Your
majestic might over all who dwell in the inhabited world
of Your earth; so everything that has been made will
know that You have made it, and it will be understood by
everything that was formed that You have formed it. And
everyone who has breath in their nostrils will say,
“Adonay, God of Yisrael is Sovereign and God’s
sovereignty rules over all.

If, after you have entered the land that Adonai your God
has assigned to you, and taken possession of it and
settled in it, you decide, “I will set a king over me, as do
all the nations about me,”

you shall be free to set a king over yourself, one chosen
by Adonai your God. Be sure to set as king over yourself
one of your own people; you must not set a foreigner
over you, one who is not your kin.

Moreover, he shall not keep many horses or send people
back to Egypt to add to his horses, since God has warned
you, “You must not go back that way again.”

And he shall not have many wives, lest his heart go
astray; nor shall he amass silver and gold to excess.
When he is seated on his royal throne, he shall have a
copy of this Teaching written for him on a scroll by the
levitical priests.

Let it remain with him and let him read in it all his life, so
that he may learn to revere Adonai his God, to observe
faithfully every word of this Teaching as well as these
laws.

Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellows or
deviate from the Instruction to the right or to the left, to
the end that he and his descendants may reign long in the
midst of Israel.



3) Samuel 8:4-20
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T’ruah Rosh Hashanah 5784/2023

All the elders of Israel assembled and came to Samuel at
Ramah, and they said to him, “You have grown old, and
your sons have not followed your ways. Therefore
appoint a king for us, to govern us like all other nations.”
Samuel was displeased that they said “Give us a king to
govern us.” Samuel prayed to God.

And God replied to Samuel, “Heed the demand of the
people in everything they say to you. For it is not you that
they have rejected; it is Me they have rejected as their
king. ..

Samuel reported all the words of God to the people, who
were asking him for a king.

He said, “This will be the practice of the king who will
rule over you: He will take your sons and appoint them as
his charioteers and horsemen, and they will serve as
outrunners for his chariots. He will appoint them as his
chiefs of thousands and of fifties; or they will have to
plow his fields, reap his harvest, and make his weapons
and the equipment for his chariots. He will take your
daughters as perfumers, cooks, and bakers. . .He will take
a tenth part of your flocks, and you shall become his
slaves.

The day will come when you cry out because of the king
whom you yourselves have chosen; and God will not
answer you on that day.”

But the people would not listen to Samuel’s warning.
“No,” they said. “We must have a king over us,

that we may be like all the other nations: Let our king
rule over us and go out at our head and fight our battles.”



4) Netziv, Ha’amek Davar on Deuteronomy 17:14
R’ Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin, Russian Empire 1816-1893
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5) Psalm 72
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And you shall say, etc.: ... it is not an absolute
commandment to appoint a king, but rather optional, as
in the case of “and if you shall say, 'l want to eat meat,’'
etc.” But behold, we know from the words of the sages
that it is a commandment to appoint a king. If so, why is it
written, "and you shall say, etc.?" It seems that this is
because the conduct of a state changes according to
whether it is a monarchy, or whether it is based on the
opinion of the people and their representatives. There
are states that cannot stand a monarchy and there are
states that without a king are like a ship without a
captain. .. [t is impossible to absolutely command the
appointment of king as long as the people do not consent
to the yoke of a king as a result of seeing the states
around them functioning more properly [with a king].
Only then is it a positive commandment for the Sanhedrin
to appoint a king. .. And it is for this reason that for all of
the three hundred years that the Tabernacle was in
Shiloh, there was no king; because the people had not
agreed to such.

A psalm of Solomon: O God, endow the king with Your
judgments, the king’s son with Your righteousness;

that he may judge Your people rightly, Your lowly ones,
justly. Let the mountains produce well-being for the
people, the hills, the reward of justice.

Let him champion the lowly among the people,

deliver the needy folk, and crush those who wrong them. .

For he saves the needy who cry out,

the lowly who have no helper. He redeems them from
fraud and lawlessness; the shedding of their blood
weighs heavily upon him.

The image of God as a sovereign/king appears over and over in the Rosh Hashanabh liturgy.
What is attractive about describing God in this way? What is difficult?

What is the attraction of appointing a human king? What are the dangers? How do these texts
balance between the ideal of monarchy and the dangers?

T’ruah Rosh Hashanah 5784/2023



6) Talmud Brakhot 55a
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With regard to Bezalel’s appointment, Rabbi Yitzhak said:
One may only appoint a leader over a community after
consulting with the community, as it is stated: “See, the
Lord has called by name Bezalel, son of Uri, son of Hur, of
the tribe of Judah” (Exodus 35:30). The Lord said to
Moses: Moses, is Bezalel a suitable appointment in your
eyes? Moses said to God: Master of the universe, if he is a
suitable appointment in Your eyes, then all the more so in
my eyes. The Holy Blessed One, said to him: Nevertheless,
go and tell [the people]. Moses went and said to Israel: Is
Bezalel suitable in your eyes? They said to him: If he is
suitable in the eyes of the Holy Blessed One, and in your
eyes, all the more so he is suitable in our eyes.

7) Shulchan Arukh, Choshen Mishpat 163:1 (Rema)
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Rema: For any community need on which they cannot
find common ground, they should convene all taxpayers,
and they should agree that each will voice their view
I’shem shamayim and they will follow the majority. But if
a minority refuses [to follow] the majority, it is
permissible to force them, even via secular law, to extract
money for this, and they need to pay their share. If one
boycotts and refuses to offer one’s opinion, then they
forfeit their opinion and the opinion of the remaining
majority decide the matter.



8) Rachel Elior, “Judaism and Democracy - The Private Domain and
Public Responsibility” (2012)

[ believe unreservedly in the life force of the historical and national legacy of the Jewish
People, in all its diversity and vitality. | have faith in the life force of millennia-old Jewish
culture, and the new forces with which it has been imbued since its historical return to
national life and territorial sovereignty. .. The more Judaism confronts the test of freedom
and choice, and the less it engages in coercion, the more it will grow, thus ensuring creative
development through continuity and change. On the other hand, I fear for the existence of
the State of Israel as a democratic state belonging to all its citizens, a democracy based
upon a multiplicity of opinions, the essence of which is ensuring the rights of both the
majority and the minority - the majority right to make decisions, and the minority right to
self determination and freedom. . .

We people of the twentieth century should bear in mind that we cannot rely only on secular
rationalism and the deterministic optimism inherent to the idea of progress in democratic
societies. The violence and cruelty manifested in the Holocaust, Stalinism, McCarthyism,
two World Wars and the dropping of the atomic bomb on the city of Hiroshima, were not
the product of religious thinking. The “people’s democratic republics” did not commit
murder in the name of a particular religion, but rather in the name of one secular
ideological tyranny or another. On the other hand, religions throughout history, from
ancient times to the twentieth century, not only often sinned and committed crimes in the
name of their respective gods, but also safeguarded, preserved, created, acted, educated
and progressed. We must constantly remind ourselves that the whole truth does not reside
in any one place, and that criticism of religion must be accompanied by criticism of modern
rationalism. Human culture is not arranged on a single shelf. It comprises, side by side, the
tangible and the abstract, the rational and the irrational, intellect and faith, science and
religion, the normative and the exception, various hegemonic values and dominant sources
of authority, alongside the silenced voices on the margins of society, art and law, as well as
the relative and absolute truths that are constantly redefined in the depths of human
experience and the vagaries of history.

T’ruah Rosh Hashanah 5784/2023 6



9)
(Israel, 1924-1999)
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Hayyim David HaLevy, Mekor Chayyim 3:52

[t is not my intention to disparage democracy as the best
form of government in our time, given the conditions of our
lives, as it is clear that there is no better way than this.
Rather, my intention is to describe government according to
Torah, for a community that believes in divine law and
observes its mitzvot, as good and desirable even if it is not
democracy at all. And, at the same time, to describe by way of
comparison with government according to the Torah the
deficiencies of government built on the foundations of
democracy. Even so, the conclusion is that in our time, there
is no better alternative to democratic rule.

“The scepter shall not depart from Judah; or the ruler’s staff
from between his feet”. (Genesis 59:10). ..

That is to say that even after the destruction of the Temple,
the rule of shevet Yehudah continued in Israel, by means of
the head of the community in Babylonia, and the head of the
Sanhedrin in the Land of Israel. ..

It is beyond any doubt that according to any definition or
explanation of democracy, it is not possible to claim that

Jewish society, according to halakha, is a democracy, per
what is explained above. ..

But when we do not have a society in which everyone
believes in Torah min HaShamayim, and we don’t have a
Sanhedrin as above, there is nothing left for us to do besides
organize our communal life according to the way of
democracy, as conceived in our time. And our prayers to God
are that we may soon merit the return of our judges and
advisors as in earlier times, such that “the earth will be full of
the knowledge of God as waters cover the sea.” (Isaiah 11:9)



10) R’ Moshe Avigdor Amiel, "LeNevuchiei hatekufah 2:2

(Lithuania/Palestine 1883-1946)
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The common denominator among all the
nations of the world, is that they all believe
that the individual within the collective is
like “clay in the hands of the potter” who
permits one to live, or Kills, according to
their will. And for this reason, even the
most enlightened, the most excellent
governments determine it right and just,
without the slightest doubt, to force the
"individuals" against their will into the
field, and to kill in a "commanded war" or a
"discretionary war", in a defensive war or
in an offensive war; And whoever doesn't
want that, “there is one law for him—to be
put to death!” (Esther 4:11) Because it is an
agreed upon thing among them, that an
individual who does not fulfill one’s duty to
the collective, loses the right to live on
earth. ..

Judaism teaches the opposite - because the
collective contains nothing that doesn’t
exist in the individual - because the entire
idea of the whole is a construction, from
the beginning of his creation "Adam was
created alone". Thus, the individual comes
before the whole. That is to say, that the
whole is made up of individuals and not the
opposite. That is why the value of each
individual is great, even that of the weakest
and the lowest, whose existence does not
bring any benefit to the collective. But each
person has one’s own lineage by virtue of
being created in the likeness and image of
God, and about him it is said: "You have
made humanity little less than divine"
(Psalms 8:6) - and everyone must say: "The
world was created for me!". ..
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At the same time, the Torah also includes
the passage about kings. But in that very
place, the Torah emphasizes that the entire
essence of monarchy, which is a symbol of
the subjugation of the individual to the
collective, comes only through love of
imitation: “And if you say ‘I will set a king
over me, as do all the nations about me,”
(Deuteronomy 17:14) ... however with
many restrictions: “Moreover, he shall not
keep many horses. . .And he shall not have
many wives. .. nor shall he amass silver
and gold to excess. .. .he shall have a copy
of this Teaching written for him. . . Let it
remain with him and let him read in it all
his life.” (Deut. 17:16-19). .. this is all
because in general, the Torah is not
comfortable with monarchy, which
eventually ends up harming the personal
freedom of the individual.

The Torah is concerned not only with
individual Jews, but also with individuals
from among the other nations, who take
cover under our roof, the Torah spreads its
wings, even if by virtue of this, the Jewish
people as a whole suffer. We can see this
particularly in the laws of gerim. We have
said “the laws of gerim” but in actuality,
there is in the Torah only one law, and it is:
“You should have one law for the citizen
and the ger.” (Numbers 9:14). And this law
is so dear in the eyes of the Torah that it
repeats it over and over. The Torah is not
satisfied with legal measures alone, but
also demands love from us, that we should
love the ger with all our heart and all our

soul—“Love the ger!” (Deuteronomy
10:19)
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And how much could such a law harm the
affairs of the state, the state of the Jews, in
general?! The state of the Jews, even in its
best days, was small and weak. It was
surrounded by enemies and opponents
from all directions, and for political and
religious reasons, its opponents always
wished to destroy and cut it down. And if a
small country surrounded by enemies from
all sides enacts equal laws for ger and
citizen - then it is undermining itself from
below. Even so, the Torah made room for
this great undermining beneath the very
foundation of the state for the sake of the
freedom of foreign individuals who chose
to settle in this small state, the Jewish state.

1t’s clear that classical Jewish texts do not imagine a democracy as we have it today. What can
we learn from the assumption of monarchy that might still be relevant to us today? How can and
should we talk about democracy in a Jewish framework?

T’ruah Rosh Hashanah 5784/2023
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1) Exodus 23:2

On Power and resisting misuse of power
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2) Rashbam on Exodus 23:2

pervert it in favor of the mighty.

(R’ Samuel Ben Meir, France 1085-1158)
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4)

“You shall neither side with the mighty to do wrong.” If in
your opinion, they are making a judgment not in
accordance with the law [do not side with them], even
though they will not pay attention to you, but will follow
the majority.

Just as in the case of fish of the sea, any fish that is bigger
than another swallows the other, so too in the case of
people, were it not for the fear of the government, anyone
who is bigger than another would swallow the other. And
this is as we learned Rabbi Hanina, the deputy High
Priest, says: One should pray for the continued welfare of
the government, as were it not for the fear of the
government, every person would swallow their neighbor
alive. (Pirkei Avot 3:2)

Rabbeinu Yonah on Pirkei Avot 3:2

(R’ Yonah Gerondi, Spain 13 century)
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"A person would swallow the other alive" — This means to
say that a person should pray for the welfare of the entire
world, and be suffer over the pain of others. So is the
ways of the righteous, as David (of blessed memory) said:
"As they were ill, my clothing was sackcloth, I suffered
through a fast." (Psalms 35:13) - A person should not
only make personal supplications and requests, but
should pray for all people that they remain in peace. And
through the peace (and stability) of the government,
there will be peace throughout the world.

11



5) Shabbat 54b
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DWW 923 YPYOVIN DY DIM — VY | regponsible for the sins of the members of their
1912 D217 52 5y 09N — 1. household. One who can protest the conduct of the
people of one’s town, is held responsible for the sins of
the people of his town. One who can protest the conduct
of the whole world is held responsible for the sins of the
whole world.

6) Noa Landau, “This Is the Trap of Whataboutism in the Fight for
Israel’'s Democracy” Haaretz, July 16, 2023

The Israeli discourse is addicted to whataboutism, to deflecting the argument by using a
shallow comparison to some other instance. . .

This phenomenon has recently become much more widespread and dangerous, with a
proliferation of the mendacious comparison between the protest against the judicial
overhaul and the protest against the Gaza disengagement. This comparison is rapidly
becoming accepted as an axiomatic narrative, which will come back to haunt us big time.
Israel's judicial overhaul is the right's revenge for the Gaza withdrawal . . .

This comparison completely ignores the serious violence, including acts of terror embraced
by some of the opponents of the disengagement. . .

But beyond the misinformation, the bigger problem lies in ignoring the essence: What are
these protests about? During the disengagement, many people protested against the
implementation of a government decision. It was their right to do so, and many people
defended this, including so-called leftists from the Association for Civil Rights in Israel.

In the current protest, demonstrators are protesting the change in the system of
government itself. The objective of the overhaul is to destroy the remaining delicate
balance between the “Jewish” and “democratic” aspects of this country. This is a profound
change in the character of the state which will persist for generations, a change in the
shared rules on the basis of which any further protests could take place. This is not just one
more protest against some policy, it’s a struggle meant to defend the democratic
underpinnings which enable any protest.

In this argument, I often encounter protest supporters who defend their positions with
their own whataboutism. For example, “harming democracy goes to the essence of our
souls, just like Judaism is the essence of yours.” This argument is also risky. A comparison
between the “essences” of different communities renders all values subjective, ostensibly
equal. We will protest against the destruction of democracy, and you’'re welcome to do the
same when it comes to harming your “essence.”
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This is the trap the people comparing the situation to the disengagement want us to fall
into, since the motive of any comparison is not the use of a past trauma, but its implications
for the future. They want legitimization for when the next time there is a debate over
observing Shabbat, for example, the ultra-Orthodox will shut down Ben-Gurion

Airport (“what do you mean when you say that in 2023 no flights were affected? We
remember differently”), or when they come to remove an illegal outpost an entire army
battalion will be immobilized (“what do you mean that in 2023 pilots continued to bomb,
we remember it differently”).

But the struggle over democracy is not just another subjective “essence” that can be
compared to the values another group deems “essential.”

7) Masha Gessen, Surviving Autocracy (Riverhead Books, 2020) 199-203

We learn to think of history as something that has already happened, to other people. Our
own moment, filled as it is with minutiae destined to be forgotten, always looks smaller in
comparison. As for history, the bigger the event, the more mythologized it becomes. The
myth becomes a caricature of sorts. .. In crafting the story of something that should never
have been allowed to happen, we forge the story of something that could not possibly have
happened. Or, to use a phrase only slightly out of context, something that can’t happen
here.

Alogical fallacy becomes inevitable. If this can’t happen, the the thing that is happening is
not it. What we see in real life, or at least on television, can’t possibly be the same
monstrous phenomenon that we have collectively decided is unimaginable. ..

Speaking from a place of moral authority—and moral aspiration—is the strategy
historically adopted by dissidents in undemocratic regimes such as totalitarian Poland,
apartheid South Africa, or contemporary autocratic Belarus. . .

Autocratic power requires the degradation of moral authority—not the capture of moral
high ground, not the assertion of the right to judge good and evil, but the defeat of moral
principles as such. ..

In the Russian language today, the entire vocabulary of principles and ideals has, after
decades of abuse, been relegated to disuse. Even in private conversation, Russians will
frequently apologize for using words or concepts that they feel are marked with “pathos,” a
word that has come to connote not so much suffering as earnestness and loftiness of
concept. In the public sphere, the language of “pathos” does not exist at all: a word like
“democracy” can be pronounced only with a smirk.

What power does an individual person have to influence the decisions of those in power?
What is the role of protest? What power(s) does protest have or not have?
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R’ Moshe Avigdor Amiel, "LeNevuchiei hatekufah 4:9

Zionism out of love, and Zionism out of hatred

Zionism of love—what is this?

This is the Zionism that began in the time of Abraham
Avinu and continued throughout the period of the
patriarchs, the prophets, the members of the Great
Assembly, the Tannaim and the Amoraim, etc., etc.

This Zionism comes out of love. It saw in the great and
small world only love and affection. The God of Israel is
the one about whom it is said (Deuteronomy 33:3): "God
is a lover of nations", and simultaneously "the one who
chooses God’s people Israel with love." And just as God
chose the people of Israel - so too God chose the Land of
Israel, on which “God keeps an eye, from year’s beginning
to year’s end.” (Deuteronomy 11:12) or as Rabbi Yehuda
Halevi said, "everyone who prophesied did not prophesy
except in it or through it".

And these choices of love do not bring about extra rights,
but on the contrary, they impose on us duties of love for
all nations and languages. This is the case even if they all
hate us - "And why is its name called: 'Mount Sinai'?
Because hatred (sinah) descended upon the nations of
the world on it" (according to Shabbat 89b) - we must not
respond to hatred with hatred. On the contrary, it is our
duty to pray for them, to seek their peace and well-being;
we even offered sacrifices for them. And if the troubles
overcame us to the point of being unbearable, to the
point that we said: “we are lost,” (Number 17:27) then we
found consolation again in love, and we said: "For the one
God loves, God rebukes," (Proverbs 3:12)...

Even then, we were not ignorant of the bitter reality as it
was. We knew that the evil empire, or more accurately—
the evil empires—were becoming stronger from day to
day, but this is the power of love, that it brings about
great optimism, and our faith was strong, that at last,
"injustice will close its mouth, and all the wickedness will
vanish like smoke, when You remove the rule of evil (or
the evil government) from the earth” ...
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In short, despite all of our disappointments, we never for
a moment despaired of the future triumph of absolute
justice, and despite all the overwhelming hatred that
prevailed against us, we never for a moment became
distracted from our seal of love.

Until this point, we have spoken of the Zionism of love,
which, admittedly, has not always been fulfilled in actions
and deeds and which sometimes remained only as a
hidden ideal buried in our hearts, and which was difficult
to activate as a result of the nagging anger. But this
Zionism makes almost no noticeable impression now,
and in its place came Zionism out of hatred, which sees in
its world nothing but hatred alone. Its driving force
comes not from forty-eight male prophets and seven
female prophets but from the various blasphemers and
their "removal of the ring [of Ahasueros to seal Haman’s
decree]". The oppressors of Israel during the time of
Dreyfus were among its first perpetrators, the pogroms,
the world war, Grabski in Poland, Hitler in Germany and
their ilk are its lifeblood. "The Jewish State" [by Herzl]
was written under the influence of the oppressors of the
Jews in France, who wanted to turn Dreyfus into a
scapegoat, and all the oppressors who arose after them
helped - whether a little or a lot - in the realization of the
aforementioned "Jewish State"...

The basic foundation of the Zionism of hatred is that the
war of nations against each other is a natural and
necessary thing and will remain so forever, and that in
addition to the war of nations there is also a "war of
classes" in which each class fights the other. Power rules
the world, and justice is only a matter for idlers to
identify with, and justice lies with whoever has power.
And if we want to survive in the world - it is sufficient for
us too to be a power within the world—a power in its
literal sense and not only its deeper meaning. Because it
is also an overriding principle that the strong hate the
weak, and therefore the nations of the world hate us, but
nevertheless when we too have a land they too will have
to take account of us. In this approach, the whole concept
of justice is only a matter of reciprocity: "Protect me and
I'll protect you." And if we want the world to deal with us
justly - we need to be at a level by which others can also
turn to us with the request of "Protect me..." and that
alone is enough. "..
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2)

The impression one gets from this second type of Zionism
is as if we have despaired of all our mission and essence
from the beginning of our existence as a nation destined
to "repair the world under the sovereignty of God" and to
ensure the triumph of the yetzer hatov over the yetzer
hara in human beings. . .

If we sometimes wonder why this type of Zionism has led
to the aspiration that "the Jewish people are like all other
nations" even in things that do not directly relate to the
essence of Zionism even according to this approach - this
is not surprising at all, because all of these things emerge
from its very essence, from the central source from which
it draws succor, which are the idols of hate and enmity,
the idols of war, whether ethnic or class war, and these
idols are creations of the spirit of the other nations, by
whom we are inevitably influenced in everything. . .

And the same Zionism whose pregnancy and birth came
out of hate, albeit from the hatred of others toward us,
will not be capable of bringing about love, also between
us and ourselves.

In short - we must return the crown to its former glory
(Yoma 69b), and instead of Zionism of hate return again
to Zionism of love; We must restore the word that was
dropped from within Zionism, the omission of ahavah
and chibbah: "Ahavat Zion" and "Chibbat Zion."

Dahlia Scheindlin, “Will Israel escape civil war? Even if it does, it

will surely lose its soul” The Guardian, July 30, 2023

[sraelis are riven by the unprecedented government programme to quash the judiciary and
end constraints on executive power — which is nearly unrestrained already in Israel’s
political system. Since January, infuriated citizens have been on the streets weekly and
more, in dizzying numbers. They fear dictatorship and worry that their own lives, and their

country, will become unrecognizable.

Supporters of the judicial overhaul - who, by all polls, are only a minority of the furthest
rightwing Israelis - hope the government will now have unfettered power to annex the
West Bank, expand settlements, deepen the hold of strict Jewish religious observance in
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Israeli life and reinstate corrupt politicians, especially one who had been ousted when the
court ruled his appointment “extremely unreasonable” - the very legal reasoning that last
week’s legislation will stifle. ..

I'm not optimistic, but I am sceptical that there will be a civil war...

But Israelis can’t let themselves be lulled into a false sense of normality - even without civil
war, a dark future lies ahead. A better future is possible, but only if the extraordinary
protest movement becomes a long-term, deep-thinking democracy movement. That
movement cannot only look forward. Pro-democracy supporters will have to face
uncomfortable truths about how undemocratic Israel has been for most of its history -
from the military government that ruled its own Arab citizens in the first 20 years to the
occupation authorities governing Palestinians which took over where the first military
regime left off. These are just some examples of how Israelis have normalised warped
practices, bending the meaning of democracy to suit their self-image.

But the government could also get its way, just as all 64 members voted for the legislation
last Monday. Even wavering coalition lawmakers fell into line. Who needs dissent or
independent thinkers in an autocracy?

What will change in that future? Israel will soon annex the West Bank and make its
authoritarian military rule over Palestinians complete and permanent. Autocratic rule will
slowly squeeze Israeli citizens, whose threats to flee are always exaggerated. Most will stay
but lose their spark, as the government backs corruption and cronyism. Their fury at
entrenched policies letting ultra-Orthodox Jews have all the funds and none of the
responsibilities will be absorbed like a toxin as the vice-like grip on civil society, free
expression and press tightens over time. The court won’t be able to help.

Like the people I've met and listened to in countries whose democratic potential is slipping
away, some will remain defiant, but most will be despondent. Israel can take this route, but
it will lose its soul.

3) Rabbi Jill Jacobs, “As Israel turns 75, we should celebrate by
fighting for it to live up to its ideals” Jewish Telegraphic Agency April 21,
2023

Why are American Jews so terrified to protest Israeli actions, even when the country is
being taken over by people whose values are anathema to most of ours?

Yeshayahu Leibowitz, an influential and prophetic 20th-century Jewish thinker, warned of
the danger that the nascent state of Israel would become an object of worship. “The state
fulfills an essential need of the individual and the national community,” he wrote, “but it
does not thereby acquire intrinsic value — except for a fascist who regards sovereignty,
governmental authority, and power as supreme values.” In a 1991 lecture, he went so far as
to call any religious Jews who supported occupation and settlement “descendants of the
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worshippers of the Golden Calf, who proclaimed ‘this is your God, Israel.” A calf doesn’t
necessarily need to be golden; it can also be a people, a land, or a state.”

In Israel, the religious settler movement that Leibowitz disparaged three decades ago now
runs the state, and — as he warned — its agenda puts the occupation of land first, and the
treatment of people second.

Many Jews in the United States find it hard to see that reality because the State of Israel has
become an object of worship, rather than a real country where real people live, and where
fascist-leaning politicians are working to fundamentally change its government and culture
into something unrecognizable and dangerous. American Jewish conversations about Israel
too often become conversations about Jewish identity, a slippery slope that makes it easy
for criticisms of the State of Israel — a political entity subject to international human rights
standards — to be misinterpreted as attacks on Jews more generally. It is easier to
celebrate a fantasy with no hard edges than deal with the reality of a beloved, but flawed
state.

According to the Torah, Abraham was 75 when he left his parents’ house and set out on his
own. At 75, Israel is a strong, modern country, more than able to stand on its own on the
international stage and healthy enough for vibrant debate about its future. Real celebration
of Israel demands fighting for it to live up to the highest ideals of democracy, dignity and
human rights for all.

How does Amiel’s critique, written before the establishment of the state, land for you today?
What is/is not still relevant? How might his words respond to the current moment?

What does it mean to you to fight for the soul of Israel? What is your vision for the future? What
are your biggest fears? How can we talk about the issues Scheindlin raises—annexation,
permanent occupation, the end of democracy—in our communities today? What is the role of
American Jews vis-a-vis Israel? What does it mean to love and care about Israel and its people,
and to fight for its future?
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