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When I was a boy, I used to love to sit and pose questions to my Magic 8-Ball.  You remember that thing, the black ball with the dark window.  You would turn it and shake it and pose your question, waiting for the answer to appear in the glass.  Today, I’m sure you have it as an app on your smart phone.  Anyway, what I remember best of all was how often you’d ask a question and wouldn’t really get a clear answer but instead something strange and ambiguous like:  reply hazy, ask again later, cannot predict now, concentrate and ask again.  Looking back, I’m not sure why I was so fascinated by it.  But I was, even though it usually left me more confused than when I started.

I’ve been thinking about that Magic 8-Ball lately as I survey the welter of articles, speeches, blog posts and media coverage of the Osama bin Laden killing.  Commentators have weighed in all across the spectrum; everyone on the street has an opinion or two or three!  Even our own government has added to the confusion as it sought to explain what happened and then had to re-explain, changing the details again and again:  he was armed/he wasn’t armed;  his wife was a human shield/she wasn’t; there were a number of casualties/there was one casualty.  No wonder we’re confused.  No wonder we’re left with so many questions.  Tonight, I’d like to try to answer some of these as best I can and, in so doing, try to be a little less ambiguous, a little bit more definitive than that old Magic 8-Ball.

So…

First Question:  WHO GETS THE CREDIT FOR THIS SUCCESSFUL MISSION?

First and most obviously, it’s the Navy SEALS who put themselves in harm’s way, who carried out their mission quickly, successfully and with as little collateral damage as possible.  When we are handing out the kudos, they should be at the front of the line.

But there is more credit to go around.  Arguably, both the Bush and Obama administrations should be praised for their sustained effort through almost ten years to bring Osama bin Laden to justice, never taking their eye off the target.  

Most of all, I believe, the credit goes to President Obama in no small measure because the blame, had the mission gone awry, would certainly have been his.  But also because he had the guts to give the go-ahead for this attack that had the best chance of catching bin Laden while limiting fatalities but was also the riskiest – knowing the terrible fallout when similar strikes went tragically wrong in Iran under President Carter and Somalia under President Clinton.  For his courage and – let’s be candid – for his success, he gets the lion’s share of the credit.  

Second Question:  DOES IT MATTER IF Osama bin Laden WAS ARMED OR NOT?

To this I would respond emphatically “No.”  Osama Bin Laden was a sworn enemy responsible for attacks on US armed forces personnel, diplomats and private citizens and for the murder of thousands of Americans – Muslim, Jewish and Christian – all of whom were unarmed innocents.  And, as has become clear since his killing, he continued long after 9/11 to hatch plots to kill many more, arguing that only high-profile killings of thousands of Americans would suffice.  With all of this, surely he is an enemy combatant, and we had a perfect right to find and kill him.  And while it might have been better if we had taken him alive and brought him to stand before American justice, clearly we didn’t have that luxury.  Events, as they tend to be at such moments, moved too quickly, too chaotically to allow for his capture.  In the end, I don’t believe it matters one iota if he was armed or unarmed.  As it says in Exodus 22:  If someone comes to kill you, rise up to kill him first.”  No apologies necessary.


Third Question:  WHAT WAS THE ROLE OF PAKISTAN IN SHELTERING BIN LADEN —AND HOW DOES THIS INVOLVEMENT AFFECT OUR RELATIONSHIP?

It seems to me there are only two possibilities here:  either some very high-placed Pakistanis knew bin Laden’s whereabouts or they did not.  That makes Pakistan either a failed state (for not knowing what was going on in their own country) or a rogue state (became they knew and took no action).  I strongly suspect it leans more to the latter than the former.  In theory, at least, it is possible the government of Mr. Musharraf didn’t know that bin Laden was being sheltered in Abbatabad (although it strains credulity) but surely the military and the secret service (ISI) who were based only a few miles away had to know.  

Given this, it seems obvious the Pakistanis are not our real allies based on shared values or even shared interests but rather what we have here is nothing more than a “marriage of convenience” in which they pretend to fight terrorism and we pretend to be their partners.    

Given what we have learned from the bin Laden killing, we have to hold the Pakistanis accountable (to the extent that we can) but recognize the limited influence we have over them.  We need them for whatever role they can play in stopping extremists in their own country, so that we have some influence on this Muslim nation that possesses nuclear bombs, to see that this country doesn’t break apart and became a kind of Disneyland for international terrorists.  They need us for our money.  This will probably continue.

Fourth Question:  WHAT EFFECT MIGHT THE KILLING OF OSAMA BIN LADEN HAVE ON THE AFGHANISTAN WAR?

Our government has argued that we are in Afghanistan to limit the role of Muslim extremists, to marginalize the terrorists.  Although such forces are not defeated (cannot really ever be defeated) we will surely never be able to invest enough money in this state to achieve democracy, accountability, even minimum security so perhaps it is time for us to declare victory and get out.

Fifth Question:  HOW DOES THE LOSS OF THEIR LEADER AFFECT AL QAEDA?  

For all these years, our intelligence had Osama bin Laden in virtual isolation in the mountainous Pashtun regions near the Pakistan-Afghan border and therefore of limited, symbolic value in the day-to-day operations of Al Qaeda.  We now know (as much as we can know anything) that bin Laden continued to be an active leader, the architect of very specific al Qaeda strategies all around the world from his base in Abbottabad.  The death of their operational leader will surely disrupt al Qaeda for a time.  His second in command, Ayman al Zawahiri, may not have the strength, the image, and, most important, the widespread acceptability to take over from him.  Still...there are enough true believers around the world who will now be especially eager for vengeance.  Given this, violent actions – and our attempts to disrupt them – will continue to be a part of our world for the foreseeable future.  

Sixth Question:  HOW DOES THIS KILLING AFFECT ISRAEL?
Probably not at all.  Al Qaeda – thank God! -- has not been involved in the day-to-day business of attacks directed against Israel, and will be even less likely to now.  Much, much more important for determining what happens with Israel in the coming months is the recent reconciliation between Hamas and the PA and the Palestinian drive for statehood at the UN slated for September (something I’ll be addressing at Shabbat services two weeks from this evening, on Friday, May 27.)   These developments have much more  to say about Israel and Israel’s future than anything to do with bin Laden and Al Qaeda.

Seventh Question:  HOW DOES IT AFFECT THE REST OF THE ARAB WORLD?
That is a big question.  It can be argued -- as did an op-ed piece this last Sunday in the New York Times -- that Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda were already in decline before his death -- as the spontaneous uprisings of the last weeks and months proved more successful at subverting Arab tyranny than the violence of Al Qaeda.  At the same time, the long-term effects of the Arab spring are still very much up in the air – and there are surely no guarantees that when the cycle of resistance and rebellion is concluded, the Middle East will be any more democratic, peaceful or humane than it was before.  On this question, then, I guess I have to throw in my lot with the Magic 8-Ball and say:  Reply hazy; ask again later.

Finally, our Eighth Question:  HOW SHOULD WE FEEL ABOUT THIS KILLING?  SHOULD WE CELEBRATE IT OR IS THIS SOMEHOW UNSEEMLY?

Like many of us, I first learned about the successful mission against Osama bin Laden as I watched the Phillies game on TV that Sunday night almost two weeks ago and heard the chants of USA, USA.  It was thrilling—an enormous sense of relief, satisfaction, a sense of the scales finally having been balanced.  That same evening – as the news got out – in Washington DC across from the White House, at Ground Zero in New York, at State College PA and a host of other locations, spontaneous demonstrations of joy and real celebrations broke out.  

It’s not hard to understand the joy, relief and exultation of the moment.  Here this vicious enemy of America, of Israel, of all that is good was finally destroyed.  The world would be a better place for his absence from it.  

Still, this was a human being – surely not in the sense that he was humane, or decent or any of the things we believe humans ought to be – but biologically at least a human being.  How could we celebrate the death of a fellow human being, any human being?  Somehow, it reminded me of those in the Muslim world who partied on the streets of their cities after the destruction of 9/11 or the Palestinians who cheered on Saddam Hussein’s missiles flying over their heads toward the Israeli heartland during the First Gulf War.  I knew I didn’t want to be like those guys!

So…how to respond?  As so often happens, there is wisdom to be found in our Torah that really puts the whole thing in perspective.  So let’s take a look.

In last week’s portion, Emor, we read the phrase “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”  I’m afraid this verse has so often, through the centuries, been misunderstood and misinterpreted.  So let me tell you that it was originally not a license for violence, but rather its limitation.  You see, in a world where a person might very well respond to a bodily injury by killing his assailant, this text came to say, Be controlled in your response so that you don’t end up in an endless cycle of escalating cruelty.  Take an eye for an eye – and no more!  Take a tooth for a tooth – and no more!  Control your understandable desire for vengeance.   

How to control it?  Our tradition teaches that we balance our desire for retribution against  another biblical verse, this one from the book of Deuteronomy, “Justice, justice shall you pursue, Tzedek Tzedek tirdof.”  The rabbis asked:  Why the strange doubling of the word “justice/tzedek?”  The reply that Torah wants to emphasize that justice can only be achieved through just ways, only through acts of restraint, self-control and, reason.  So when we are wronged – our concern must be for justice not reprisal, not sheer blood lust.  

It is in THIS spirit, THIS context that we should place our response to the killing of Osama bin Laden.  Although we can easily understand the impulse behind the football stadium chants of “USA, USA,” parading the flag around in public, the t-shirts proclaiming “We got ‘em,” what we ought to feel is a kind of calm, restrained satisfaction at knowing that justice has finally been done.

The killing of bin Laden was, in my estimation, a positive thing in every way.  It removed a murderous enemy with enormous personal influence on millions around the world.  It disrupted the al Qaeda terrorist infrastructure.  It taught a lesson to every extremist – actual or potential -- in the world.  It reminded our enemies that we are vigilant and we don’t forget our innocent dead.  But this is the death of one man and, sadly, tragically, the world is filled with fanatical, hate-driven men.  The violence will not end with the demise of bin Laden.  Neither this country, nor Israel nor the peace-loving peoples of our world will now be able to relax and declared “Mission accomplished.”

Still, it is a time for us to take quiet, calm satisfaction in a job well and properly-done, a scale balanced, a wrong righted, an evil punished and justice done.  Let that be enough for us for now.  

AMEN
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