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Guidebooks often note that Israel is the size of New Jersey.  While this may be true in the sense that the two have about the same area, the comparison still bothers me.  I know Israel.  I’ve spent time in Israel.  Israel is a friend of mine.  And New Jersey, you’re no Israel.

When people describe Israel, they mention the religious sites, the history, and the events.  They talk about the physical beauty of the country.  But they don’t tend to focus on the dramatically different landscapes and climates in this very small space, features far more varied than you would find in, say, New Jersey.  This summer, I experienced several of them.  One was the Judean Desert.

We didn’t reach Masada until midday.  The ruins were bare, the cisterns built by King Herod having vanished centuries and centuries ago.  The summer sun scorched those of us who were foolhardy enough to stand on the summit.  I thought that the place fitted the Zealots, who had made it their fortress.  Like the topography, they were hard and unyielding, sure that they were right, ready to fight the Romans to free the Jewish people.  Facing defeat and humiliation, they chose mass suicide over surrender.

It’s said that history judges our actions, but history often doesn’t speak clearly.  Perhaps the Zealots were right, fighting a brutal oppression in the only way they could, hoping that like the Maccabees two centuries before, they too could defeat a great empire.  Or perhaps they misguidedly led the Jewish people into far worse suffering.  Almost two millennia later, the debate continues.  But everyone agrees that the Zealots were sure of themselves, that they saw the world in terms of stark choices, as hard as the landscape of the Judean Desert.

This past summer, the United States as a nation, and the Jewish community in particular, has confronted what many believe to have been a stark choice, one with a clear answer.  I am speaking of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, the JCPOA, or as it’s more familiarly known, the Iran Deal.

The JCPOA aims to prevent Iran from attaining nuclear weapons.  Both that country and the world’s major powers agreed to it.
    
The Iran Deal is now a done deal.  Recent votes have ensured that Congress will not be able to prevent the JCPOA from taking effect.  Yet the bitterness of the fight will not quickly dissipate.
In America at large, the dispute revealed the standard left versus right divisions that have defined our politics in recent years.  Republicans uniformly opposed the JCPOA.  The President and the vast majority of Congressional Democrats favored it.  However, some leading Democrats did oppose it.

Within Israel, the Prime Minister, essentially all leading Israeli political figures, and the vast majority of the public opposed the Deal.  On the other side, such experts as former heads of the Israeli Defense Forces and of Israeli security agencies concluded that it does not pose a threat to the Jewish state.

Much of the American Jewish establishment opposed the Iran Deal, led by AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee.
  The smaller but vocal J Street supported the JCPOA, arguing that it is “the best chance for keeping Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon.”
  
This scorecard of supporters and opponents doesn’t begin to capture the tenor of the debate.  Representative Jerry Nadler of New York, a supporter of the Deal, wrote an explanation for his vote, as did most members of Congress.  But his statement is notable for a fifty-two hundred word essay entitled “The Public Discourse,” including this observation:
I am outraged that some on the Left are making anti-Semitic accusations of dual loyalty or treason when someone, particularly a Jewish member of Congress, decides to oppose the agreement.  I am also deeply disturbed that some opponents of the agreement have taken to questioning the sincerity of people’s support for Israel (or their “Jewishness,” if it applies) if that person believes that the JCPOA is the best option we have for protecting Israel and the world from the threat of Iran as a nuclear weapon state.

And even this cannot begin to convey the vitriol that has engulfed us, and that has come from Jews as well as from others.  It’s been a disheartening summer.
In the Talmud, Rabbi Yochanan said that during the war that culminated with the mass suicide at Masada, the city of Jerusalem was destroyed because judgments were rendered solely according to the standard of strict justice.
  It was a standard of clear right and wrong.  I’m concerned that when it’s applied to the JCPOA, this standard puts us as American Jews at risk, not from an outside enemy, but from each other.  A midrash tells us that at the final shofar blast tomorrow afternoon, God moves from the throne of strict justice to the throne of mercy.
  I’m afraid that many in our Jewish community will not join the Eternal One this Yom Kippur.

Jerusalem and Tel Aviv have a climate different from the Judean Desert.  Each is temperate, each is greener, each is a big city with big city concerns.  And yet, the strict justice that destroyed the Jerusalem of two thousand years ago has walked the streets of Israel’s great cities in our own time as well.
This summer, I sat in the study hall of the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem.  One of my teacher was Rachel Korazim, and she told us about Rudolf Kastner.  He was a member of the Hungarian Jewish leadership during World War II.  He helped smuggle Jews into Hungary for transportation to safety outside Nazi-occupied Europe.  In 1944, the Germans occupied Hungary itself.  

Whenever it conquered a country, Germany made plans to exterminate the Jewish population, but, of course, it didn’t make those plans public.  To do so would have increased the difficulty of rounding people up.  Germany appointed a person to coordinate the transportation of Jews to the death camps and to be the liaison with the organized Jewish community, in order to use it for Nazi purposes.  In Hungary, that man was Adolf Eichmann.

By 1944, Germany knew that it was losing the War.  Eichmann proposed that it allow a million Jews to be saved in exchange for the worldwide Jewish community’s providing the Wehrmacht with ten thousand trucks.  Kastner was involved in these negotiations, which ultimately foundered.

Meanwhile, he entered into his own negotiations.  He was under no illusions about what was at stake.  On Wednesday, July 3, 1944, he stood before Eichmann to make his appeal.  “Your nerves seem shattered,” Eichmann told him.  “Maybe I’ll send you on vacation in Auschwitz.”

Ultimately, a deal was struck.  Kastner was allowed to put 1,685 people on a train to Switzerland in return for a substantial payment.  Every one of them was saved.

The deal was controversial from the start.  First, the very idea of giving money that would help those who were systematically destroying Europe’s Jews could be seen as abhorrent.  Then, Kastner himself selected the passengers for the “VIP Train.”  “Several hundred” of them came from his hometown.  Among them were “a few dozen members of his family, including his wife, mother, and siblings.”  Most of Kastner’s negotiations were with a lower ranking SS officer for whom he developed respect.  After the War, he testified on behalf of this officer.
When the War ended, Kastner made aliyah and became a functionary in the party of Prime Minister David Ben Gurion.  He had impressed the Old Man, and Kastner had every reason to believe that he would soon be a member of the Knesset.

Many in the Hungarian community in Israel could not forgive Kastner for negotiating with the Nazis and for leaving their relatives off the VIP train.  Those relatives were put on other trains instead, ones from which most never returned.
In 1952, eight years after the events, a man published a pamphlet excoriating Kastner.  With the support of Ben Gurion’s party, Kastner sued for libel.  The trial dredged up the compromises and the moral ambiguities entailed in dealing with the Nazis.

The trial judge had no taste for ambiguity.  He found that Kastner had not been libeled,
 and indeed he turned his opinion into a condemnation of his actions.   He acknowledged that Kastner was given an opportunity to save some lives.  But, the judge went on, “Beware of Greeks bearing gifts.  By accepting this present, Kastner had sold his soul to the devil.”

Kastner appealed the verdict and won.  In 1958, the Supreme Court’s opinion took note of all the nuance that the trial court had chosen not to see.  But by then, it was too late for Rudolf Kastner.  Several months before, he was assassinated outside his home in Tel Aviv.

In Tel Aviv, in Jerusalem, I saw streets named for the men and women who had played a significant rôle in Israeli history.  I saw many such streets.  But I saw no street named for Rudolf Kastner, despite the fact that he saved 1,685 people from death.  To this day, it remains too controversial to celebrate his flawed but significant accomplishments.
Two years ago, Merav Michaeli made her inaugural speech as a member of the Knesset.  She is Rudolf Kastner’s granddaughter, and she spoke about him that day.  She concluded with these words:
The ability to embrace the differences in the other is the ability to embrace our own differences and live in peace with ourselves.  Only when we have stopped repressing those parts of society that we have labeled not-us, not part of us, will we become a whole and healthy society....  That’s what we need to work on.  That’s why I’m here.

We need to embrace all those who are not-us, and that includes all those we disagree with.  That’s what we need to work on.  That’s why we’re here.
The clear thinkers on both sides of the Iran Deal advanced very powerful arguments, and even though the decision has been made, the arguments remain.  Rabbi Rick Block, the immediate past president of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, opposed the JCPOA, giving these as some of his reasons:
[Under the deal,] Iran receives as much as $150 billion in frozen assets, will reap immense profits from post-sanctions commerce, and can spend as much as it will to promote terrorism.  Much of its nuclear infrastructure remains intact, and it can continue R&D in weaponization....  [A] cumbersome, convoluted process to address Iranian violations provides ample time to conceal most kinds of evidence.

On the other hand, Efraim Halevy, former director of Israel’s spy agency Mossad, said, “Without an agreement, Iran will be free to act as it wishes, whereas the sanctions regime against it will crumble in any case....  If the nuclear issue is of cardinal existential importance, what is the point of canceling an agreement that distances it from the bomb?”

I believe that the JCPOA presents the best practical opportunity to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons.  I signed a public letter to that effect along with four hundred other rabbis.  But more rabbis signed a letter that agreed with the critique of Rabbi Block.  

Whether I’m right or the opponents of the Deal are right is a matter of vital importance.  Israel’s security and America’s security lie in the balance.  And I can tell you as I stand here today that I’m not sure.  I think the deal is the best one we can get; that’s why I signed the letter.  But I may be wrong.  The one thing that I am sure of is that if anyone says that they know for a certainty which side is right, I don’t trust that person’s judgment.  The sane thing for sensible people to do is to live with doubt.

There’s one other thing I know from the debate on the deal and from the life and death of Rudolf Kastner.  It is that we all need to live with doubt.  That applies whether the topic is Iran, responses to what Jews did in the Holocaust, or even the more mundane problems of our own lives.  For instance, the leaders of this Temple make decisions.  We agree with them sometimes, and sometimes we don’t.  But each of us has to acknowledge that someone else may be right, and we may be wrong.  Insisting on our strict justice will imperil our Jerusalem.
The Judean Desert is stark; Tel Aviv and Jerusalem are complex.  And then there is the Galilee, the lush, fertile, peaceful North.  We spent several days in the region.  We saw the green fields, the crops ripening in the comfortable climate. 
When I was studying in Jerusalem, I read a poem by the Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai called “The Place Where We Are Right”:

From the place where we are right


Flowers will never grow


In the spring.


The place where we are right


Is hard and trampled


Like a yard.


But doubts and loves


Dig up the world


Like a mole, a plow.


And a whisper will be heard in the place


Where the ruined


House once stood.

This poem was written shortly after Israel’s War for Independence, a time when there was no shortage of people who knew they were “right.”  Their rightness is like Masada, where flowers do not grow in the spring.  But the doubts and loves dig up the world to make the Galilee fertile.  They bring growth.  
In Tel Aviv, about a mile and a half from where Rudolf Kastner was gunned down, another Israeli was assassinated two decades ago.  In November 1995, Yitzhak Rabin was killed for having agreed to start a peace process with the Palestinians.  His assassin was spurred on by those who knew they were right.  The Rabin Center stands two and a half miles further on.  It commemorates the work and the vision that Rabin had.  Inscribed in the wall of the Center is Amichai’s poem.
This Yom Kippur, as we too ask God to move from the throne of strict justice to the throne of mercy, may we likewise find it in ourselves to be open to the “not-us,” to hear their voices and not to demand that they be silenced.  Let us speak together, learn from each other, celebrate nuance, allow for difference.  Let flowers bloom in the spring.  And when they have bloomed, let us come together from all our debates and disagreements, and let us tend those flowers.  Let us nurture life.

Kein y’hi ratzon, be this God’s will.
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