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From Where I Sit

Stefan Merken

That Blast From the Shofar

O0SH HASHANAH AND YOM KIPPUR HAVE JUST PASSED.
R{‘:‘s a child the High Holy Days were always a bit of a
ystery. My parents would bring my older brother

and sister and me to synagogue, and being the youngest I

Over the years, however, the blowing of the shofar has
taken on additional depth and meaning for me. Rather than
just waiting for that wake-up call, go to your synagogue dur-
ing the High Holidays with a spiritual agenda of your own.

spent most of my time playing with other kids.
As T got older I would sit with my father in our
large synagogue, surrounded by older men
wearing tallit and saying prayers. They would
bring their fists to their chests as the list of sins
to be forgiven was called out, one by one, and
they would spend long periods of time dur-
ing the Amidah, the silent prayer, praying on
their own. It didn’t take long for me to sense
the unique qualities of our aptly named Days
of Awe.

When I left for college I found a nearby shul
and was able to share with other students living
far from home our mutual desire to reconnect
with our Jewish faith and Jewish community

=7 Even if you just stay home, reflect about your
life and that of others. Don’t passively expect
the blast of the shofar to do it all. Instead, enter
the Days of Awe boldly, with your own blast as
| well, and begin once again to think about your
life and the effect it can have on those you love
as well as humanity as a whole. Rosh Hashanah
and Yom Kippur should also remind us again
and again that ethical and moral behavior can
never be dismissed as irrelevant, for individuals
or for governments.

As Jews, but especially as Jews who have re-
jected reliance on violence, we can’t be passive,
waiting for anyone or any one event to awaken.
We can’t depend on the annual blast of the sho-

during these very special services.

far to make us continually examine and re-ex-

The one thing I remember most from my
childhood about the High Holy Days was the blowing of the
shofar. As a child it was riveting, even haunting, to hear that
sound, and it remains so every year. As a child, my parents
told me the blowing of the shofar was a wake-up call to ex-
amine one’s life. It was, they said, a call to be human in every
sense of the term, responsible for oneself but also for others.

STEFAN MERKEN is chair of the Jewish Peace Fellowship.

amine our lives. Rather, we need to select those
issues — personal and otherwise — to address so that when
we hear that blast from the shofar, it will not be merely a
wake-up call as much as motivation to continue being as hu-
man as we can be.

With these thoughts in mind we extend a heartfelt L’
Shana Tova to all of you — Jews and non-Jews alike — from
all of us at the Jewish Peace Fellowship and the SHALoM on-
line newsletter. May this be a very good year! %
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Dispatches From Israel

Rabbi Jeremy Milgrom

Let Me Sing to My Beloved
The Song of His Vineyard

FEW WEEKS BEFORE ROSH HASHANAH, THE RABBI
Ain me reverts to seasonal language and themes —
love, covenant, partnership, introspection, atone-
ment, sin. The Jew in me adds Jewish communal visions,

hopes and disappointments to the list. As a member of the
human family, I reach for inclusion.

I never got to tell our visitor very much of my side of the
story; there was too much static, too much pain, the day was
too shortand too beautiful. But here are three prisms through
which our reality can be refracted with which I would have
wanted him to be acquainted, along with some background
and commentary. (Imagine a page of

God cares for us all; shouldn’t we emu-
late that example?
e

He hoped it would yield grapes.
I've toiled in the Holy Land since com-
ing here at the age of fifteen. It became
my beloved; I've raised a family here,
my mother is here, my children and
grandson are all flourishing here. I fell
in love with its people, my people, and
was lucky enough to meet the Other,
and fell in love with them as well. My
beloved and I recently hosted a curi-
ous visitor who asked about the land,
and we found ourselves telling real but
different stories: In hers, Zionism came
about in time to provide refuge for her
grandparents; in mine, it provided ado-
lescent intoxication. She embodies what
is wonderful here, the fairytale I fell in
love with; in my public life, I embrace
a more complicated reality. (If our family histories were re-
versed, would her story be mine, and my politics hers? Our
conversations are not easy.)

The vineyard of the Lord of Hosts is the House of Israel

He hoped for justice, but behold, injustice

For equity, but behold, an outcry (Isaiah 5)

Rabbi JEREMY MILGROM is an American-born rabbi
who has tried to transcend boundaries between Jews, Chris-
tian and Muslims for the more than forty years he has lived
in Israel. He works on behalf of nonviolence and the Jahalin
Bedouin, whose land and lifestyle have been under continual
threat since 1948.

A protest on Nakba Day (15 May 2010),
Hebron, West Bank

Talmud with Mishnah, Gemara, mar-
ginal notes, and annotations by early,
middle and late medieval commenta-
tors.)

bl

Getting Through: Singing or Bark-
ing Your Way Through a Checkpoint.
It’s nice to be waved through a check-
point and not have to produce ID and/
or have your car searched. It helps if
you have a late-model car and a light
complexion (and my four grandpar-
ents all came from Eastern Europe, so
I'm already off to a good start). Beyond
appearances, oftentimes the soldiers,
border patrol or private security com-
pany employees at the checkpoints wait
for you to roll down your window and
then throw out a salutation, the pur-
pose of which is to hear whether you
sound safe. Learn how to say Boker tov
or Erev tov (Good morning, Good evening) with a convincing
Israeli accent; but since it’s a country of immigrants (heck,
there’s a good chance that the voices of those manning the
checkpoints carry strong traces of Russia or Ethiopia) all you
have to do is learn the melody — first syllable accented with a
slightly higher pitch and a nod — and you're through.

If youre not at all musical, are particularly bad with
languages and otherwise look suspicious, you'll eventually
get through, unless you shouldn’t be there, and since we’re
talking security, that means youre a Palestinian without a
permit. Trips we take for granted, such as visiting the holy
sites of Jerusalem or going to the beach, are almost impos-
sible for Palestinians who do not have Israeli papers. Ilana
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Hammerman organizes missions in which Israeli women
smuggle in Palestinian women and children to dip in the sea
[see SHALOM, September 2011]. I found my endlessly barking
sheep dog to be very useful in bringing a Palestinian woman
to visit her son in-law in an Israeli hospital and a Palestinian
man to get married in a Jerusalem consulate. Neither of them
was happy about sharing the back seat of my car with Ollie,
but I assured them that his being there would greatly im-
prove their chances of getting through without being asked
for ID: Either the soldier at the checkpoint loves dogs and
will drop his guard, or he is afraid of dogs and will avoid
the confrontation, or will figure that since they aren’t used
to riding with dogs, it’s highly unlikely that my passengers
are Palestinian.
el

Getting Home: Hassan Hijazi and the 318 Skeletons.
Hassan Hijazi, born to Palestinian refugees in Syria, came
to Jaffa last May in search of his grandfather’s home (which
he couldn’t locate, but he did get to the Mediterranean Sea
and fulfill a lifetime dream). Before he turned himself in to

the police, he gave a short interview that was broadcast on
national TV and thus offered a human face to the Right of
Return which freaks out Israelis (“What will happen if they
all come back?!”). He was one of thousands of unarmed Pal-
estinians who marched on the northern border last spring
on Nakba Day (May 15th) and Naksa Day (June sth). (Nakba
Day commemorates the defeat by Israeli armies in 1948 that
caused Palestinians to flee, and Naksa Day marks another
defeat at the hands of the Israelis in the 1967 Six-Day War.)
Though Israeli soldiers used lethal force during the marches
and killed more than twenty and wounded scores more, the
fact that hundreds got across for a few hours and staged a
symbolic demonstration before returning into exile indi-
cated that at least some soldiers had a problem carrying out
their shoot-to-kill orders.

The families of three hundred and eighteen Palestinians
continue to wait for return of their relatives killed in action,
but Israel has kept the bodies. As Ramadan was approaching,
the Israeli government was considering releasing eighty-four
of them as a gesture of goodwill, but a public outcry ensued

IBONO SHEL OLAM, MASTER OF THE UNIVERSE,
RI pour out to You a torrent of anguish, tangled

thoughts jagged and torn, of love and fear, anger
and despair. Lead us from the valley of shadows, help me
to contain within me all that I feel, for my people and our
land and for the horror that is wrought in our name. Open
our eyes to the wisdom that is ours by tradition, forsaken
and left behind in our failure to engage the other, however
hard the pill to swallow; peace is to be made with enemies,
a notion some have scorned.

Help us to learn what seems impossible to learn, that
war does not resolve conflict, a timeless delusion sowing
seeds of strife to come. Help us not to speak empty words
in lockstep when prophetic challenge is needed, when love
is called to utter truths that do not want to be heard. So
hard to restrain when might is at hand, responding to pain
inflicted by rockets fueled of hate sent deeper to the heart-

Rabbi VicTorR HILLEL REINSTEIN is spiritual leader
of Nehar Shalom Community Synagogue in Jamaica Plain,
Massachusetts.

Rabbi Victor Reinstein

An Anguished Prayer

For Israel, for Gaza, for Peace

land. Responding then with fury, horrific scale, innocents
beneath the bombs that do not distinguish, terror that is
ours and terror that is theirs, words of sympathy ring hol-
low when followed by “We’re sorry, but it’s not our fault.”
From out of the rubble, open our eyes to see, no peace will
come, but legions more of those who hate.

“Not by might, nor by power,” Your prophet Zecharia
said, and give us the courage to heed their truth and find
another way. Help us to see the openings to be made in
borders on the ground and in the borders of our minds,
that food, not bombs, will create the greater possibility of
minds expanding, our own and theirs, to know there is no
place for one without the other.

Hear our anguish, Merciful One, and help us to re-
spond out of the place from which it comes, elusive hope
so hard to find, hidden in shards of darkness waiting for
the light. Knowing that Your truth is not exclusive to one,
help us all to clothe in humility our words to each oth-
er and to You, and let that itself be a tender step toward
peace.

And let us say, Amen. ¥
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and the idea was quashed, the official explanation being that
the bodies could be bargaining chips for the release of the
captured soldier Gil’ad Shalit.

%

What will happen if...? (Ma yihyeh?) Would Israel still
be called “the Jewish state” if it had a Palestinian majority?
In my book, being a Jewish state is less about demography
and more about morality; this is the first time in history that
a Jewish society keeps families from burying their dead. We
routinely violate Palestinian human rights such as family
unification, land confiscation and freedom of travel in order
to encourage Palestinian emigration and to maintain a Jew-
ish majority. One virtue of the one-state solution is that it
would put an end to the demographic war and allow for the
Right to Return, without which we won’t have a just peace,
and therefore, I fear, no peace.

e

Fear. Constant. Just because youre stronger doesn’t
mean that you don’t have more fear. The fear of appearing
weak; the fear of being suckers; too afraid to trust.

Trust. Can’t trust a non-Jew, but you can count on him
to be an anti-Semite.

Anti-Semite. “Someone who hates Jews more than nec-
essary” (a famous sad, cynical and profound Israeli admis-
sion of normalizing anti-Semitism).

Unarmed Palestinians. An armed Palestinian is always
a legitimate target, while an armed Israeli is most everyone’s
father, brother or son. Of course we want peace (translation:
they should just stop bothering us). The armed struggle has
caused great suffering on both sides, and hardened hearts.
Nonviolent struggles require willingness to sacrifice and de-
demonizing the Other.

bl

The Hikes That Divide Us. August and September, before
the new crop of oranges and avocados, is the time to walk in
the fragrant Judean Hills and be nourished by figs, pome-
granates, carobs, and grapes growing wild. I used to think
that the stone terraces one has to climb to get to the trees
represent the labor of generations long past, but ever since I
learned that these were inhabited villages vacated by the war
of 1948 (the War of Independence was how I was taught to
call it), I cannot enjoy the picnic without being invited by the
real owners of the land, who mostly live beyond the barbed
wire and cement that wall off the West Bank and Gaza, in
Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, or as small minorities scattered
throughout the world, like Jews.

We imagine it’s us or them, but my experience tells me
that us-and-them is not only desirable and possible, it’s even
wished by many who don’t dare express it openly. So far, we’ve
been brainwashed by “there’s no one to talk to” and xenopho-
bic quotations from tradition. Can Israel be a Jewish place? It
is clearly motivated by the Jewish memories and nightmares
that produced Zionism. But I dream that it can be the place
of the inclusive Jewish dreams of the Jewish Bund in Eastern
Europe, of my grandparents who immigrated to America, of
the millennium of fruitful and peaceful co-existence once
enjoyed by Jewish Arabs in North Africa and western Asia.

I know we’ll get there, eventually, but we’ll get there
faster when we start sharing our blessings in this beautiful
land instead of hoarding them for ourselves. We’ll get there
faster when we put our best foot forward, the one that trusts
our ability to seek the truth and not hide behind convenient
propaganda. And we’ll get there by believing that we, like all
people, are God’s beloved. %

Gershon Baskin

Encountering Peace: The Loss of Youth

NE OF THE MOST UPLIFTING CHARACTERISTICS
of summer 2011 in Israel was the realization of the
leadership of Israel’s youth. Inspiring! There is no

better word to describe how uplifting it was to see our young
people take to the streets and demonstrate their leadership in

GERSHON BASKIN is the founder and codirector of IPCRI,
the Israel Palestine Center for Research and Information. He
hosts a weekly radio show in Hebrew on All for Peace Radio. A
version of this article was published in The Jerusalem Post and
appears with the author’s permission.

organizing “tent city” protests and demanding greater social
and economic justice. Their organization, supported by their
command of the new technologies and new media and aug-
mented by their energy and optimism, swept across the land,
and their enthusiasm captured the very spirit of Israel.

By far the most impressive and distinguishing attribute
of these young leaders is their speaking ability. They are so
expressive, so remarkably capable of putting into words their
vision for an Israel I would certainly be very proud to be a
part of. I listened to them on Tel Aviv’s Rothschild Boule-
vard. I heard them in Gan Ha’sus and Gan Ha’ir in Jerusa-
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lem. I sat with them in my own neighbor-
hood of Kiryat Yovel in Jerusalem.

They so clearly defined what is wrong
in Israel and they expressed so clearly how
to repair our world with a lucid sense of
justice as a guiding principle for social
and economic policies.

Where did these young peoplelearn to
stand before crowds of tens of thousands
and raise their voices with such astonish-
ing clarity of purpose and determination?
I was moved by their dedication to the
values that I believe are the foundations of
the exemplary state that Herzl and Ben-
Gurion dreamed of and tried to create and
on which I and educated generations after
me grew up.

My high appreciation and admiration
of this new spirit in Israel is offset by and
equally disappointed with the lack of vi-
sion demonstrated by these young people
regarding the issue of peace with our Arab neighbors, both
within our state and those who surround us. I am saddened
by the reality that our young people don’t believe in the vi-
sion of peace.

A recent study of the youth in Israel documented the ris-
ing support for the right-wing political movements in Israel.
Some of the news reports about the research interviewed
young people about their anti-Arab and antipeace positions.
Many of them said, “Peace — we tried it. It didn’t work, so
what do you expect?” Perhaps this is a rational approach by
these young people.

They came of age during the second Intifada watch-
ing buses, coffee shops, pizzerias and discotheques getting
blown up by the most extreme form of terrorism we have
ever known: suicide bombers. Their childhoods were filled
with fear and terror. They heard their own leaders repeat the
“no partner” mantra so often that its has become an essential
part of their consciousness. They came of age in a world of
separation barriers and walls which enabled our neighbors
to become invisible. The Palestinian laborers of the 1970s,
’80s and early '9os were replaced by migrant workers from all
over the world, people who now exist only deep in the dark
shadows of our society.

I don’t blame our young people for not having a vi-
sion of peace. I don’t blame them for not even expressing
a dream that could merge a vision of social justice with a
vision of justice in ending our forty-four year control over
our neighbors’ lives. I am simply saddened by this fact.
They say we don’t want to be divisive. We want to invite
everyone into our tent — left and right, religious and secu-
lar, Jew and Arab — a tent for all who feel the injustices of
Israeli society. (In reality there were almost no Arabs at the
demonstrations.)

The First Morning, July 14, 2011: Hundreds of youth set up tents on Tel Aviv’s
Rothschild Boulevard to protest the city’s housing problems

The young protestors amplified the Israeli dream for
consensus, for the middle ground, for being a party in the
center. The ultimate Israeli political fantasy (more correctly,
myth) is that the center is the best place on the map.

At the same time they have created a new social-eco-
nomic discourse in Israel. They have helped to foster the dis-
appearance of the normative left and right in our conscious-
ness in deference to the current notion of only extreme left
and right. Anyone who falls out of the center has become an
extremist. The term is invariably, or almost invariably, used
pejoratively.

InIsrael today those who believe in peace with our neigh-
bors as something more than empty rhetoric are “extrem-
ists.” Those of us who believe that we cannot speak about so-
cial justice while we have systemic inequality between Jewish
and Palestinian citizens of Israel are “extremists.” Those of us
who understand that supporting a two-state solution is not a
hollow slogan of prime ministers but actually means that we
must end our control over the Palestinian people and their
land are “extremists.” Those of us who speak about peace in
moral terms are “extremists.”

I am glad to have taken part in the Israel revolution of
the summer of 2011. I raised my voice with hundreds of thou-
sands for justice, not charity, for public housing, for ending
the privatization of public services, for putting a lid on pig-
gish capitalism.

I was glad to hear rabbis and Jewish scholars among the
speakers who rooted this struggle on the words of the Proph-
ets and our sacred texts. I am equally and perhaps more
disappointed by seeing a generation of young people who
don’t believe in or won't fight for a future of peace. As they
remove their tents from the cities’ squares they declare that
the struggle is not over. It certainly isn’t! %
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Murray Polner

Hiroshima and Nagasaki Sixty-six Years Later

THE SIXTY-SIXTH ANNIVERSARY OF THE ATOMIC AT-
tacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki was approaching
and a neighbor, a retired fireman and World War 1II
veteran, asked if I thought the atomic attacks on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki were justified. He said that he thought they
were because many American
soldiers and marines might
have been killed in a land in-
vasion of Japan’s main islands.
Okinawa, he said, was bad
enough. Invading Japan would
have been far worse. In no way,
he said, was he dismissing the
killing of so many civilians,
but like virtually all Ameri-
cans at the time he unques-
tioningly believed the govern-
ment’s assertions — obviously
not stated in this precise way
— that because of Pearl Har-
bor and the many American
deaths occurred while hop-
scotching across the islands of
the Pacific, it was perfectly all
right to kill enemy civilians in
a war. President Truman’s an-
nouncement at the time avoid-

in Hiroshima. On August 6, 1945, the bomb was dropped.
Her mother, she explained, was so terrified that she sent her
to grandma and grandpa in Nagasaki, just in time to live
through the attack there three days later.

My wife and I rented a TV film, Trinity, made in 1980,
featuring interviews by and
about J. Robert Oppenheimer,
Hans Bethe, Edward Teller,
General Leslie Groves and the
team of physicists who devel-
oped the first atom bomb in
Alamogordo, New Mexico. We
viewed the film on August 6,
2011, completely forgetting that
the sixth of August was the
date a Japanese city was incin-
erated and the world changed
forever.

Were the two bombings
warranted?

Hiroshima was never a
military base. Tokyo, another
possible target, had already
been devastated by firebomb
raids. Still, either Truman
had no real knowledge about
Hiroshima or simply fabri-
cated a tale that it was a mili-

ed dealing with the issue when
he emphasized that Hiroshima
was a military base; ergo, the
city was a legitimate wartime target. He never sought to ex-
plain Nagasaki.

A memory: On an army transport on the way home from
my military service, I met a young, newly married couple. He
was an airman; she was a new Japanese bride who had lived

MURRAY POLNER is a book review editor for HNN.org
and author of No Victory Parades: The Return of the Vietnam
Veteran; and, with Jim O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous,
a dual biography of Daniel and Philip Berrigan. His most
recent book is We Who Dared Say No To War, edited and
written with Thomas E. Woods, Jr. This article originally ap-
peared on LewRockwell.com.

Nagasaki, Japan, before and after the atomic bombing
of August 9, 1945

tary city. In future years he
never expressed the slightest
doubt about the green light he had given his commanders.
Obviously Truman, reputedly a prodigious reader, never
bothered reading John Hersey’s classic 1946 book Hiroshi-
ma (originally published in The New Yorker), once widely
read and studied by American students from high school
through college. Hersey’s description of what the bomb-
ers did to Japanese civilians is unbearable, as in a scene
when he depicts the melting of human eyeballs from the
intense heat. “In a city of two hundred and forty-five thou-
sand, nearly a hundred thousand people had been killed or
doomed at one blow,” wrote Hersey; “a hundred thousand
more were hurt.”

Americans cheered the bombing, the victory and the
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technological achievement; but not everyone among Wash-
ington’s elite circles agreed. Fleet Admiral William D. Leahy,
FDR and Truman’s chief of staff, for example, was horrified,
saying, “The Japanese were already defeated and ready to
surrender,” adding, “My own feeling was that in being the
first to use it, we had adopted an ethical standard common
to the barbarians of the Dark Ages. I was not taught to make
war in that fashion, and wars cannot be won by destroying
women and children.”

David Swanson’s perceptive book War Is a Crime quotes
the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey, stating that Japan would
have surrendered no later than November 1, 1945 or by the
end of December 1945, “even if the atomic bombs had not
been dropped.” General Dwight Eisenhower, like Leahy, sup-
ported the SBS’s conclusion but both were overwhelmed by
those eager for retribution and possibly an eventual go at the
Soviets.

Today, nine nations possess nuclear arsenals — the U.S.,
Russia, India, Pakistan, Israel, France, the UK., China and
North Korea — and repeated if still unverified accusations
are regularly aimed at Iran for either harboring or working
on a bomb. Some American politicians love to say that all
options are “on the table” when referring to Iran and North
Korea. I wonder under what circumstances the U.S. would
repeat Hiroshima and Nagasaki and be willing to destroy,
say, millions in Teheran or Pyongyang.

To my neighbor who asked if the two atomic attacks were
justified, I replied that I thought they were not, since the war
was already won and a land invasion was unnecessary. But
above all else, I added, the reasons for an attack that may
or may not have been a war crime (though future nuclear
attacks should certainly be judged as crimes) were manufac-
tured by policy makers and subsequently became the gospel,
and thereafter echoed by millions of Americans. %

Joseph Gerson

The Obama Doctrine
The Dangers of U.S. Nuclear War Preparations

resilience of the Japanese people and the Japanese peace

movement. There was also humility and anger at what
the government that speaks in my name once inflicted there
and is preparing for the future. Along the way, I couldn’t help
but think about the ways that Hiroshima and Fukushima are
linked, not only by the deadly radiation which kills across
generations, but the reality that, like the decision to destroy
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, human ambition and greed, not
simply nature, were responsible for what the Japanese have
suffered recently from the nuclear meltdowns.

Describing the U.S. political landscape, the fluid state of

I RECENTLY RETURNED TO HIROSHIMA, INSPIRED BY THE

Dr. JoseEPH GERSON is disarmament coordinator of the
American Friends Service Committee and director of its
Peace and Economic Security Program. His most recent book
is Empire and the Bomb: How the U.S. Uses Nuclear Weapons
to Dominate the World. For more information about Junko
Kayashige’s exhibit and public talks, and the Peace in Asia-
Pacific conference, visit www.afsc.org/pes.

the global (dis)order, and the emerging Obama Doctrine to
Japanese peace activists and those from other nations was not
exactly a pleasant affair. On the one hand, Congressional Re-
publicans and those aspiring to challenge President Obama in
the 2012 election have brought the national political discourse
to something approaching madness. On the other hand, the
sad truth is that President George W. Bush has been succeeded
by another war president. We remain at war in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan. The wars in Pakistan and Yemen have been esca-
lated. Washington has deepened its alliances across the Asia-
Pacific with Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Vietnam and
Australia. There are tacit alliances with India and Vietnam,
and in Europe we have NATO’s new “strategic concept.”

I reminded my audiences that during last winter’s Ko-
rean crisis, the U.S. sent the nuclear-powered and nuclear-
capable aircraft carrier USS George Washington into the
Yellow Sea, which Beijing claims as its exclusive territorial
waters. Young activists not hardened by our militarized cul-
ture literally flinched when I explained that former U.S. Am-
bassador R. Stapleton Roy had said that “We poked China in
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the eye because we could.” And they resonated with the view
that, whether we agree with Beijing’s claim or not, competing
international claims should be addressed through law and
diplomacy, not by signaling possible future nuclear attacks.

For those who are paying attention, the strategic debate
in U.S. elite foreign policy circles has turned to focus on the
relative U.S. decline and the rise of China and the other BRIC
(Brazil, Russia, India and China) nations. The dominant
question in these militarized circles is whether eventual war
with rising powers — especially China — is inevitable or if
there are alternatives. It was in this context that a recent ar-
ticle in Foreign Affairs observed that after an initial phase of
“multilateral entrenchment,” we now have an Obama Doc-
trine: aggressive “counterpunching.”!

Many now forget that Barack Obama arrived at the
White House with the U.S. having become an isolated pa-
riah nation. His initial strategic priorities were to “Wind
down [the Iraq and Afghanistan] wars, reestablish American
standing and leadership... and focus on a broader set of pri-
orities, from Asia and the global economy to a nuclear-non-
proliferation regime.”? This included embracing the G-20
nations, reengaging Asia-Pacific multilateral organizations
like APEC and ASEAN + Three, and Obama’s Prague and
Cairo speeches. The BRICs were unimpressed.

Now, having revitalized its alliances, especially in the
Asia-Pacific and Europe, the Obama administration has
turned to “counterpunching,” reasserting U.S. power and
influence across the world “when challenged by other coun-
tries, reassuring allies, and signaling resolve to potential ri-
vals....”? In addition to poking China in its Yellow Sea eye,
this has included deepening economic and military ties with
most of China’s neighbors, declaring freedom of navigation
in the South China Sea to be a core U.S. interest, and the ac-
celerated pace of “military exercises” in contested waters.

In the Middle East, the Obama administration has used
military and other leverage to limit the Arab Spring. In
North Africa, Libya was the first of NATO’s new “strategic
concept” wars, with European allies having increased their
war-fighting responsibilities.

During Obama’s first year in office, hopes in Japan were
high that the U.S. finally had a president who understood that
humans and nuclear weapons cannot coexist. It was my un-
happy responsibility to explain that to win the votes needed
to ratify the New START Treaty, Obama cut a deal with Con-
gressional Republicans to spend an additional $185 billion to
“modernize” the U.S. nuclear arsenal and its delivery systems.

Some believe that “the Obama administration’s nuclear
weapons policy appears to be schizophrenic,”* but that cer-

1. Daniel W . Drezner, “Does Obama Have A Grand
Strategy?” Foreign Affairs, July/August 2011.
2. Ibid.
. Ibid.
4. Keir A. Lieber and Daryl G. Press, “The Case for Mod-
ernizing America’s Nukes, Foreign Affairs, July 6, 2011.

December 2, 2010: In waters west of the Korean Penin-
sula, aircraft are secured to the bow of the aircraft carrier
USS George Washington during a vertical replenishment.
George Washington conducted a training exercise with the
Republic of Korea Navy

tainly isn’t the case. Obama’s Prague speech was part of a
diplomatic offensive designed to achieve the nation’s pre-
eminent strategic goal: preventing the proliferation of nu-
clear weapons and thus reducing the risk of nuclear attacks
against the United States. Following the recommendations
of George Shultz, Henry Kissinger, William Perry and Sam
Nunn, Obama acknowledged the U.S.’s Article VI Non-Pro-
liferation Treaty abolition obligations to negotiate the com-
plete elimination of the world’s nuclear arsenals, and dem-
onstrated commitments to at least limited disarmament. We
had Prague, Obama’s special Security Council session, the
Nuclear Security Summit, New START, and preparations for
Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty ratification.

But there is a less visible operational side of U.S. nucle-
ar strategies: the first-strike doctrine and the administra-
tion’s commitment that, as Obama said in Prague, “as long
as nuclear weapons exist, we, the United States, will maintain
a[n]...effective nuclear arsenal.” Actually, the U.S. is building
the nuclear arsenal needed to enforce empire for decades to
come. The deal that secured New START ratification commit-
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ted Obama to “a major modernization effort to revitalize” the
nation’s genocidal strategic nuclear warheads and its massive
arsenal of stockpiled nuclear weapons. The extra $185 billion
will pay to expand the nuclear weapons production infra-
structure, train a new generation of nuclear weapons designers
and technicians, extend the murderous “life” of aging nuclear
warheads, and replace so-called “old delivery systems.”

While it seems counterintuitive, in addition to maintain-
ing enough strategic warheads to completely destroy Russia or
China and to bring on a nuclear winter, the Pentagon will be
modernizing low-yield nuclear weapons and making them de-
liverable by the new nuclear-capable F-35 Joint Strike Fighter
and cruise missiles. B-61 nuclear bombs will be converted to
lower-yield warheads. Funding will be there to replace the fleet
of Trident submarines and to increase the accuracy of the mis-
siles they carry. There are also plans for a new generation of
nuclear-capable drones and air launched cruise missiles.

We are warned that “as nuclear weapons proliferate,
it becomes increasingly likely that the U.S. will find itself
in conventional conflicts with nuclear-armed adversaries.”
So, senior analysts tell us that “deterring weak, desperate
adversaries from using their nuclear trump card will be a
major challenge,” and that the U.S. “must possess nuclear
weapons that a president might actually use.”® The $185
billion program is there to reinforce U.S. nuclear threats
and to increase the probability that future presidents will
not fear pushing the nuclear button. This is not a remote
possibility, given that during wars and international crises
on more than thirty occasions since the A-bombing of Na-
gasaki, U.S. presidents have prepared and/or threatened to
initiate nuclear war.°

Of course, Washington is not the only power preparing
for nuclear war. Despite last year’s Non-Proliferation Treaty
Review Conference, all the nuclear powers are modernizing
and/or expanding their arsenals. We continue to face the ur-
gent imperative of eliminating the world’s nuclear arsenals

Ibid.

6. Joseph Gerson. Empire and the Bomb: How the US Uses
Nuclear Weapons to Dominate the World. London:
Pluto Press, 2007.

w

before they eliminate us.

Fortunately, here in the U.S. both elite and community-
based forces are campaigning for abolition. Our movement is
committed to winning negotiation of a nuclear weapons abo-
lition convention, and we have long made the links between
nuclear weapons and nuclear power. Some are preparing for
ratification of the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.

But, as I explained to my audiences, with the massive U.S.
budget reductions and the resulting loss of jobs and essential
government services, our greatest chance for near-term success
lies in the growing movement to cut Pentagon spending so that
human needs are met. President Obama and the Tea Party Re-
publicans have been rehashing the policies that led to the Great
Depression. The military budget — already sixty percent of dis-
cretionary spending — is being increased while trillions needed
for underfunded schools, railways, health care, jobs and envi-
ronmental safety are being cut. Many Japanese were shocked
when I displayed a bar graph comparing Pentagon spending
with what Washington spends for health, education and other
essential services.

Reinforced by calls from the U.S. Conference of Mayors to
abolish nuclear bombs and slash Pentagon spending, I was able
to raise hopes by explaining that we now have a growing and
popular wave of organized labor, faith communities and the
peace movement demanding “Move the Money” and “Fund Our
Communities — Not War!”

They were also encouraged to learn about some of our other
organizing efforts, including an extended national Nuclear Free
Future month this summer. This fall we will exhibit Hibakusha
(A-bomb witness/survivor) Kayashige Junko’s paintings of Hiro-
shima at Harvard. (She will speak in cities across the Northeast.)
And to build our movement’s capacity to challenge militariza-
tion in the Asia-Pacific, we have organized a peace forum with
the Chinese People’s Association for Disarmament and Peace
and a host of U.S. peace organizations in which Gensuikyo (the
Japan Council Against A and H Bombs) will play leading roles.

Even as we work to bring the last U.S. troops home from
Iraq, Afghanistan and other far-flung nations, we remain com-
mitted to ensuring no more Fukushimas, no more Hiroshimas,
no more Nagasakis and no more Hibakusha. %
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Nahma Sandrow

A Lexicon of Russia’s Murdered Yiddish Poets

N AUGUST 12, 1952, THIRTEEN MAJOR SOVIET JEW-
ish figures were executed for espionage, bourgeois
nationalism, “lack of true Soviet spirit,” and trea-

son, including a plot to hand the Crimea over to American
and Zionist imperialists. In

1930s writers were vanishing. Actors, too, failed to show up
for rehearsal, and nobody dared to ask why. The war brought
some domestic respite for Jews, as the Jewish Anti-Fascist
Committee became an active arm in government propagan-
da and international fund-

the group were famous writ-
ers such as Peretz Markish,
David Bergelson, and Itzik
Fefer — which is why the
date has come to be marked
annually as the Night of the
Murdered Poets; but the mur-
dered also included an actor,
a former deputy foreign min-
ister, a scientist and a general.
A fourteenth defendant died
during the four years the group suffered in Moscow’s dread-
ed Lubyanka prison, and a fifteenth was merely sentenced to
exile.

Their ordeal of arrests, torture and trials was virtually
secret at the time, but according to the many pages of tes-
timony that became accessible in the 1990s, even the judges
themselves seemed uncomfortable with the charges. Now we
know that, though in the course of those four years, all but
one defendant confessed to at least some charges, at the final
hearings people bravely recanted confessions, and one faced
his inquisitors and called them Torquemada.

The Russian Revolution began with thrilling hopes for
Jews. The USSR actually subsidized Jewish institutions, in-
cluding Yiddish theaters and even theater schools. Yiddish
culture flourished especially in theater and literature. Then
came the Five-Year Plan and the Great Purges. By the 1930s,
Jewish institutions were constricting; new rules, sometimes
unspoken, controlled what could be written and how; the
very spelling of Yiddish words was altered to erase traces of
Hebrew roots and thereby religion or nationality. By the late

NAHMA SANDROW is the author of Vagabond Stars: A
World History of Yiddish Theater. She is currently writing
the libretto for an opera version of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s En-
emies: A Love Story, which will premiere at Kentucky Opera
this fall.

Murdered Poets: David Bergelson, Peretz Markish, Itzik Fefer

raising against the Nazis. But
after the war, the terror grew.
Establishment of the state of
Israel in 1948 galvanized de-
nunciation of the Jews. That
year, the Murdered Poets
entered Lubyanka. The show
trial known as the “Doc-
tor’s Plot” got underway the
following year and it seems
that Stalin’s death in 1953 was
all that prevented the total extinction of Jewish life in the
USSR.

From our side of the Iron Curtain, it was virtually impos-
sible to see what was going on. In the late 40s, my own family
was advised that corresponding with our family in Ukraine
meant exposing them to danger. And any official informa-
tion was often a lie. An anecdote about Itsik Fefer illustrates
how much was buried. As chairman of the Jewish Anti-Fas-
cist Committee, Fefer had visited the U.S. during the war and
become friendly with the African-American performer Paul
Robeson. When Robeson visited Russia in 1949, he asked to
see Fefer, who by then was a battered, emaciated prisoner.
The authorities stalled Robeson while they fattened Fefer
and cleaned him up. The room where the two men met was
bugged, of course, so Fefer couldn’t say anything out loud,
but he repeatedly slashed his hand sideways across his own
throat. The fact that much later Robeson told the story indi-
cates that he understood what Fefer was trying to tell him.
At the time, however, he left Russia and said nothing; Fefer
returned to Lubyanka, and his death. In silence, as if they
had never existed, the Jews of the Soviet Union were “buried
without a name, without a number, without a ‘here lies.”

Chaim Bader, the poet who wrote those lines, spent
the last two decades of his life painstakingly assembling
crumbs of facts memorializing the silenced Soviet writers,
musicians, painters, actors and teachers. When he died in
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2003, he left behind a massive archive, now at the Holocaust
Museum in Washington, D.C. Recently, two important Yid-
dish figures of our day, Boris Sandler, editor of the Forward,
and Professor Gennady Estraikh, have realized Bader’s mis-
sion by extracting from his notes the biographies of four
hundred writers, editing them, and assembling them as the
Leksikon fun Yidishe Shrayber in Ratn Farband (Biographi-
cal Dictionary of Yiddish Writers in the Soviet Union),
published by the Congress for Jewish Culture with support
from the Holocaust Museum and Bader’s widow and son.
This lexicon lists dates of birth and death when these are
known, titles and descriptions of works, occasionally a pho-
to. It names famous writers as well as many who didn’t live
long enough to establish a reputation. As Itzik Gottesman,
associate editor of the Forward and folklorist, points out, all
these individual lives together produce a sense of the whole.
They provide enough information to distinguish patterns,
such as the cresting waves of deaths, and the irony that in
the 1920s Markish, Bergelson and others abandoned prom-

ising careers in Berlin to come home and serve the ideals of
the Revolution.

The annual commemoration of the Night of the Mur-
dered Poets was held not long ago at New York’s Center for
Jewish History. Because of the new lexicon, this year’s event
was different from any I'd ever seen. Here at last was a me-
morial — and even a celebration! — for those “buried with-
out a name, without a ‘here lies.”

Actor and executive director of the Congress for Jewish
Culture Shane Baker recited a section of a Markish poem.
Yiddish theater stars Hy Wolfe and Yelena Shmulenson sang
settings of lyric poems by Fefer and Moshe Kulbak, writers
listed in the lexicon. Chaim Bader’s widow stood on the stage
holding up her late husband’s book. “Zayt gliklekh — be hap-
py,” she cried exultantly. “Teach your children Yiddish. May
Yiddish live and sound over the whole earth!”

— This article was first published by Jewish Ideas Daily
and is reprinted with permission.
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