
Enough Already of Israel-Bashing!
Chanukah 2021 (5782)

“You didn’t like it when we didn’t defend ourselves.  You don’t like it when we do.
Doesn’t leave much wiggle room.” From Kraft Group and JewBelong Billboard, Boston

“I believe that a wondrous generation of Jews will spring into existence. The
Maccabees will rise again.  Let me repeat once more my opening words:

The Jews wish to have a state and they shall have one.  We shall live at last as free
men on our own soil and die peacefully in our own home.”

Theodore Herzl, The Jewish State, published 1896

On November 28, shortly after Thanksgiving, we will begin the 8-day celebration of “The Festival of Lights,” also
known as Chanukah.  Chanukah celebrates the victory of the Maccabees, a group of resistance fighters who fought a
guerilla war of overwhelming odds against Greco/Syrian armies.  Chanukah evokes stirring images of Jewish valor and
resistance and the victorious routing of the Syrians.  Themes of the holiday include the refusal to submit to the religious
demands of an empire practicing idolatry, the struggle against total assimilation into Greek culture and loss of Jewish
identity and the fight for Jewish political autonomy and self-determination.

Unlike other Jewish holidays, Chanukah is not mentioned in the Bible; it is also not a major Jewish holiday.  The
historic events on which the holiday is based are recorded in Maccabees I and II in the Apocrypha.  In 168 BCE, Antiochus
Epiphanes, the Greek/Syrian ruler, sent his armies to Jerusalem.  The Syrians desecrated the Temple, abolished Judaism,
outlawed the observance of Shabbat and the festivals, as well as circumcision.  In Antiochus’s effort to enforce Hellenistic
culture, the Temple was renamed for the Greek god, Zeus.  In 165 BCE a Jewish resistance movement developed, led by a
family known as the Maccabees, directed against the cruelty of Antiochus.  Led by Judah Maccabee, the resistance fighters
waged guerilla warfare and routed the Syrians.  They then entered the Temple, began to reclaim it from the Greeks and
relit the Temple Menorah.  They found they had only one jar of oil, allegedly sufficient for only one day, but according to
legend, miraculously lasted 8 days.

Chanukah, meaning “dedication,” commemorates the purification and rededication of the Temple following Greek
occupation.  Today, the holiday reminds Jews to rededicate themselves to keeping alive the flame of Jewish religion,
culture and peoplehood so that it may be passed on to the next generation.  Modern questions parallel ancient: how much
do we assimilate?  How do we maintain Jewish identity in a secular culture?  How do we keep our children firmly aware of
their Jewish identity?  How do we make it through the “December Dilemma?”

230 years after that victory of the Maccabees in 165 BCE, the Jewish people were once again under siege, this time
by the Romans. In 63 BCE, Judea had come under the protectorate of Rome.  While Jews despised the Greeks; the Romans
were a nightmare.  In 66 CE, the Jews rebelled against Rome in a desperate struggle. However, this time, there would be
no Maccabean victory and after 4 years, it ended tragically.  Jerusalem was routed by the Romans along with the Temple;
thousands of people were massacred. In 73 CE, a few rebels, holed up in a mountain fort called Masada, ended their lives
by suicide rather than surrender to the Romans. Both the city and the Temple were utterly destroyed and the Romans
annexed Judea as a province and systematically drove Jews from the home they had lived in for over a millennium.  After
73 CE, Hebrew history would be the history of the Diaspora as the Jews, their values, and Torah spread over Africa, Asia,
and Europe. Traumatized, their sovereign state, their kingdom and country gone, their Temple in ruins. They lost their
Temple but their Torah was mobile and came with them. The synagogue became the place of worship; prayer and study
took the place of sacrifice.  Their diasporic odyssey and exile lasted two thousand years.  Until the rebirth of the Jewish
State.  Israel.  May 14, 1948.

On the day the British Mandate over Palestine expired—midnight, Friday, May 14/15, 1948—the Jewish People’s
Council gathered at the Tel-Aviv Museum to declare the establishment of the State of Israel.  Or rather, the
re-establishment of the State of Israel. The ceremony was held at 4 P.M. on May 14 before the British left to avoid making
the declaration on Shabbat.  It took 17 minutes to read the entire Declaration of Independence in a ceremony lasting 32
minutes.  Eight hours later, Egypt bombed Tel-Aviv.  The new state was recognized that night by the United States and
three days later by the USSR.

The alternate title of this essay is: “We’re just 75 years from the gas chambers. So, no, a billboard calling out Jew hate
is not an overreaction” (Kraft Group and JewBelong Billboard, Boston). Over the years, it has been painful to hear and see the
hateful actions/opinions toward the State of Israel.  And, connected to that, the subsequent increase in violence toward the



Jewish people—most recently during the Israel-Hamas conflict this past May 2021.  Frustrated by the despicable attacks and
assaults and along with that, frustrated also with the utter lack of knowledge about Israel on the part of Americans, the
media, and politicians, and when seeing yet another abhorrent misrepresentation of Israel by misguided pundits on
television, I have often resorted to shouting at the television screen, “How about asking the right questions!?—and telling
the truth!! What about the real history?!” (Expletives deleted.) The television screen, of course, does not answer back.
However, my questions and their answers abide with the same frustration, along with some kind of hope of a fantasied
audience yet to gather and listen.  Questions—designed to educate—such as:  What is the size of the State of Israel?  What
countries border Israel? With which of those countries does Israel have a peace treaty? How many times has Israel extended
invitations for peace? How many of those offers have been accepted?  How much land has Israel given up for promises of
peace? To what response?  What was the Balfour Declaration?  What was the Sykes-Picot Agreement? What was the British
Mandate?  What two-state solution was recommended by the UN in 1947?  Who accepted it?  Who rejected it?  How many
armies attacked the new State of Israel on May 15, 1948?  Who was Theodor Herzl?  Who was Chaim Weizmann? Who was
David Ben-Gurion?  When Israelis must defend themselves, how many miles between the West Bank and Jerusalem?  How
many miles between Jerusalem and Gaza?

To engage in answering those questions, we begin with help from the pertinent words of David Harris, American
Jewish Committee CEO. “We are not entirely in a post-truth society, at least I hope not, where facts no longer exist and
opinions rule the day, especially when catapulted into the public square by celebrity status…” So spoke David Harris in his
“Open Letter to Trevor Noah” (Times of Israel, May 13, 2021) sparked by said celebrity’s condemnatory comments about
Israel during the Israel-Hamas conflict this past May.  I identified with David Harris’s comments to Trevor Noah when he
stated, “I just watched your 10-minute monologue for your popular television program, ‘The Daily Show,’ May 11.  Frankly, it
wasn’t easy viewing.  In fact, I began talking back to the screen, but, obviously, to no avail, so I chose instead to write you this
letter.”

And to orient those so ill-informed as Mr. Noah, we shall return to the above stated questions and begin to address
them. Israel is approximately equal to the size of New Jersey. It is bordered on the west by the Mediterranean Sea and then
surrounded by current and past aggressors: Egypt (west), Syria (northeast), Lebanon (north), Jordan (east) and the
Palestinian territories (West Bank and Gaza Strip) in the east and west, respectively. It has peace treaties with Egypt and
Jordan. With Jerusalem in the middle, the distance between Jerusalem and Gaza on the southwest is 60 miles; between
Jerusalem and the West Bank on the east: 20 miles; not a lot of wiggle room when national defense is the issue—literally no
margin of error.  And David Harris continues his diligent attempt to educate Trevor Noah, “..for example when you assert that
the British took the land from the Palestinians, not quite.  Actually, the British took the land from the Ottoman Turks who had
ruled there for centuries [400 years; 1517-1917].  Palestinians never had a sovereign state of their own.  The Jews did, by the
way, though that was vanquished by the Romans nearly 2,000 years ago.” (David Harris). The Land of Israel was the
birthplace of the Jewish People, Jerusalem their capital for 3,300 years.  Here their spiritual, religious, and national identity
was formed.  Here they achieved independence and created a culture of national and universal significance.  Here they wrote
and gave the Bible to the world. Exiled from Palestine, the Jewish people remained faithful to it [their state, their culture,
their peoplehood] in all the countries of their dispersion, never ceasing to pray for the return and restoration of their
national freedom.  After 2,000 years of involuntary exile, they returned—coming from more than 100 countries, speaking 80
languages and revived an ancient, unspoken language (Hebrew) and learned to defend themselves.

“The existence of Israel refutes many grand theories and is a testament to human willpower.  According to scholars,
there were extreme forces working against the rise of Israel. The greatest of those forces was the anomalous situation of the
Jews—dispersed for two millennia, they had survived on a combination of memory and faith and could not be defined in
terms of the ordinary definition of nations.  For the Jewish state to arise, a whole people had to move itself across continents
by land and sea, had to learn to speak one language and how to defend itself.  Moreover, success required some modicum of
grudging world support for the Jews, the most despised and vulnerable of peoples.” (Martin Kramer, Sholom College,
Jerusalem). In a speech to a Zionist group in 1953, philosopher Isaiah Berlin stated, “I would like to begin with the strange
fact that the state of Israel exists.”  As he saw it, the birth of Israel “upset materialist theories of history” serving instead as “a
living witness to the triumph of human idealism and willpower..”  States Martin Kramer, “…for sheer unexpectedness, few
turns of history can compete with it.”

Using the metaphor of a stage drama, Martin Kramer describes the process of the rise of Israel. Three turning points
led to the birth of the modern State of Israel. 1897; 1917; and 1948: the first Zionist Congress at Basel in 1897; the Balfour
Declaration in 1917; and Israel’s Declaration of Independence in 1948.  Additionally, each of these turning points hinged on
the resolve and action of one leader: in the year 1897, Theodor Herzl; in 1917, Chaim Weizmann; and in 1948, David Ben
Gurion. Each of these men shined for an hour.  They weren’t endowed with infallible judgment, they all made mistakes, they



all had cogent critics… But at each turning point, they alone were positioned to take decisive action—and took it. Had they
failed, the fate of Zionism and of the Jewish people, might have been forever altered. (Martin Kramer).

In 1897, a man appears on the stage of Jewish despair and unrealized hope.  A person highly unlikely to fill a role as a
modern “Moses,” Theodor Herzl held the first Zionist Congress.  A journalist, lawyer, playwright, and mostly non-observant
Jew, he covered the Dreyfuss Case in Paris in 1894 as a journalist and became discouraged that the Jewish people would ever
escape Europe’s anti-Semitic venom.  Subsequently, he advanced the idea of a Jewish State and formed the first Zionist
Congress.  His stirring message: the time for a Jewish state has arrived. Delegates arrive, Herzl makes his case in a stirring
message and is empowered by the Congress to take steps to obtain the consent of various governments.  Herzl died in 1904,
at age 44.  Much of what he attempted was not realized but he had established an organization, institutions and a
momentum that would endure. (Ibid).

Next scene on the stage in the three-turning-points drama: 1917, [WW I] No. 10 Downing Street and the British War
Cabinet is meeting.  Sitting outside is Chaim Weizmann, a Russian-born, Swiss-educated chemist and chemistry teacher.
Great Britain is at war with the Ottoman Empire and has the upper hand and they are beginning to decide how to partition
that Empire.  The question: what will become of Palestine, a piece of said empire?  There are many ideas of what do with it
and there is already a secret agreement, the Sykes-Picot agreement, accommodating the interests of everyone (France, and
Great Britain, with assent from Italy and Russia).  Everyone but the Zionists.  Although Chaim was not a major player in the
Zionist movement, he has a persuasive arrow in his quiver: his discovery, in 1912, of a way of making acetone from the starch
in cereal grains which may well have saved his adopted country, Great Britain, from defeat.  Acetone is used to make cordite,
the propellant used to fire artillery shells. Additionally, he has worked as a man possessed behind the scenes, with one
purpose: to persuade the British government to issue to the Jewish people the promise of a Jewish state in Palestine. His idea
has allies: Arthur Balfour, the British foreign secretary and Mark Sykes, middle-east diplomat (joined by Francois
Georges-Picot, French diplomat/negotiator). Weizmann also has behind him, the by then, vast Zionist network, including
America whose involvement in the War is needed and the desperate situation of 5 million Russian Jewish immigrants who
will flood Europe as refugees if there is not an outlet to Zion.  Chaim Weizmann sits and waits.  The door opens and Mark
Sykes informs him of the Balfour Declaration: “His Majesty’s Government views with favor the establishment in Palestine of a
national home for the Jewish people and will use their best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object.” (Ibid).

Next enters David Ben Gurion.  The Russian-born pioneer turned trade-unionist turned Prime Minister arrives at the
Tel Aviv Museum on the lower end of Rothschild Blvd., Tel Aviv.  The date is Friday, May 14, 1948. The end of the British
Mandate will occur at midnight. In that packed hall, David Ben-Gurion declared the independence of the State of Israel: “By
virtue of our national and historic right and on the strength of the resolution of the United Nations General Assembly, we
hereby declare the establishment of a Jewish state in Eretz Yisrael, to be known as the State of Israel.” And what was that
Mandate that expired May 14, 1948?  Great Britain did not dispose of Palestine after WW I.  The “Mandate for Palestine” was
a League of Nations mandate for British administration of the territories of Palestine and Transjordan (Jordan), both of which
had been conceded by the Ottoman Empire at the end of WW I. Civil administration began in July 1920 and the British
Mandate was in force until May 15, 1948. The British controlled Palestine for almost 3 decades with the rise of two
nationalistic movements: the Jews and the Palestinian Arabs.  The United Nations partition plan was passed November 1947
with the establishment of two separate states, Jewish and Arab.  To return to David Harris’s “Open Letter to Trevor Noah,” the
“UN recommended precisely such a two-state settlement in 1947.  It was accepted by the Jews; rejected by the Arabs…from
1948 until 1967, the West Bank, eastern Jerusalem and Gaza were all in Arab, not Jewish hands.  A Palestinian State could
have been created at any time.  It wasn’t.” (David Harris).  But on that day in May 1948, David Ben Gurion declared the
independence of the State of Israel.  There would be a war.  Israel would pay a heavy price in blood.  Five Arab countries
would attack the fledgling state: Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq—all attacking from all directions.  A costly war in
terms of lives lost.  But Israel won.  Why?  The Arabs in 1948 were in utter disarray.  There was no unified Arab front and little
coordination between Arab forces—the Arab armies often acted at cross-purposes.  The Egyptians wanted to occupy the
Negev, the Syrians wanted the Galilee and the vast Golan Heights, Transjordan (later called Jordan) wanted the West Bank.
The result: no cohesive military planning.  Secondly, there was little coherence in the Palestinian Arab community. Third was
the issue of arms. At the beginning of the conflict, there was substantial ordnance gap between Israel and its invaders but
this gap was soon closed.  Due to an arms embargo affecting both sides, arms lost could not be replaced and Israel soon rose
above with its day-to-day maintenance of arms. And fourth, agriculture and food, a dynamic which was crucial. Palestinian
Arab agriculture was a mess with decimated tracts of farmland.  Israel had a well-organized agricultural establishment and
food-distribution system. Israel suffered few problems with feeding its population and its army.

In sharp contrast to the Arab states, Israel had a unified war aim.  They had a central command and a single,
unchallenged agenda: to ensure the viability of the new state.  To preserve that unity, one of Ben-Gurion’s first acts following
the declaration of statehood was the unification of the four fighting militias that came out of differing ideologies—the



Haganah, the Palmach, Etzel ad Lehi—to form the Israel Defense Forces.  AKA: the IDF. And lastly, that unquenchable spirit,
that quality of mind and heart: Israeli determination as defined in the words of Golda Meir, Prime Minister 1969-1974:
“Surrender!  What is this word surrender?!  It has no meaning in Hebrew!”

Israel won its war of independence.  And it has survived in war after existential war since.  Nevertheless, Israelis feel,
with considerable justification, that the world holds them to a standard to which it holds no other country.  During periods
when Arab states have murdered tens of thousands of their own citizens—in 1982, the Syrians killed up to 20,000 people in
Hama, while in the Iran-Iraq war, the Iraqis murdered thousands of Kurds with poison gas—Israel was denounced as racist
and criminal whenever rock-throwing Palestinians were killed in clashes with Israeli troops.  “After two years of Arab terror,”
Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir said in 1969, “there has not been one execution in Israel.  Instead of executing terrorists,
we destroy houses which shelter them so knocking down a house becomes a barbaric act.”  Abba Eban, Israel’s longtime
foreign minister and ambassador to the UN, claimed, “If Algeria introduced a resolution that the earth was flat and that Israel
had flattened it, it would pass by a vote [of the General Assembly] of 164 to 13 with 26 abstentions.” In 1973, before the Yom
Kippur war erupted, Israeli Chief of Staff David Elazar warned Prime Minister Golda Meir that an attack from Egypt and Syria
was imminent and requested permission to launch a preemptive air strike.  Meir forbade Elazar to launch an offensive, for if
Israel attacked first, whatever the provocation, she would be denounced as the aggressor and the United States might
withhold arms she needed.  The “kick in the ass” that Israel took during the Yom Kippur War was far worse than anything
Golda Meir feared.  2,700 Israeli soldiers died in the ensuing weeks.  “I shall live with that terrible knowledge for the rest of
my life,” she wrote. (From Jewish Humor, Rabbi Joseph Telushkin).

David Harris continues his effort to educate Trevor Noah.  “In 2000/2001, Israel, joined by President Bill Clinton,
offered a viable two-state accord to the Palestinians.  They refused. (Incidentally, one of several in the past 20 years.)  That’s
not my conclusion, but Clinton’s, as described in his autobiography, My Life.  In 2005 Israel unilaterally withdrew its forces
and settlers from Gaza, giving local residents their first chance in history to govern themselves, something Ottoman Turkey
and Egypt had never done.  By 2007, the Palestinian Authority was violently ousted and Hamas took control.  It has wielded
power ruthlessly ever since…What exactly is Hamas?..a point you skipped in your take on the Middle East.  It is a terrorist
organization.  That’s not a personal view.  It is the formal designation of the United States and the 27-member European
Union.”

“Finally, allow me to stress one point.  I don’t view this conflict simply as an endless debate to prove one side right
and the other side wrong.  Not at all.  Rather, my decades-long involvement in the region, my many trips to Israel and the
Arab world, including Palestinian territories, has one central dream—peace, enduring peace.  I believe that to be the quest
of the vast majority of Israelis, among them my and my wife’s close family members.  They have not experienced a single
day of true peace since 1948, nor their families who were survivors of the Holocaust, refugees from communism, or victims
of evictions from Arab countries.  Israel was not reborn to be in permanent conflict.  The fact that six Arab countries
[treaties with Egypt and Jordan; diplomatic ties with Bahrain, United Arab Emirates, Sudan, and Morocco] now have
normalized ties with Israel is a powerful reminder that peace is attainable, and that Israel is keenly on the lookout for
partners. One day, that peace will be realized, I pray, with the Palestinians.  But it won’t happen as long as Hamas rules
Gaza, clings to its genocidal goals, and snookers well-meaning people abroad to believe it’s the victim in a conflict, alas, of
its own making” (David Harris, CEO American Jewish Committee, “An Open Letter to Trevor Noah,” May 13, The Times of
Israel).

The Israel I know…the descent into Ben Gurion Airport; the Hatikvah; Israeli humor; Jerusalem; Israel Museum; the
cardo in Jerusalem; access to all the holy places of all three major faiths; archaeology; the Israeli personality; Israeli
breakfasts; the Masada; Yad Vashem; Shabbat in Jerusalem; the Golan; bakeries in Jerusalem; the IDF; more archaeology; the
big-city bustle of Tel Aviv; the Western Wall; streets of Jerusalem; the Israel Philharmonic; Safed; that café on Ben Yehuda
Street; Tel Dan Nature Reserve; Kibbutz Sde Boker; the Negev; Ben Gurion University; Shuk Mahane Yehuda; Beit She’an; Tel
Megiddo; Caesarea; Tel Nof Air Force Base; the wineries of the Golan; the view of Tsin Canyon/Negev from Ben-Gurion’s
grave; spaghetti and meatballs in Beer Sheva; Baha’i Temple in Haifa….the Israel I love.

The Legend, 165 BCE: A Great Miracle Happened There.  A tiny cruse of oil lasted 8 days.  Believable?!
David Ben-Gurion, 1956 CE: “In Israel, to be a realist, you must believe in miracles.”

Go figure.

Happy Chanukah
Jean Guthery


