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Last September, the United Nations released a 575 page report investigating charges of ‘war crimes’ by both Israel and Hamas in last winter’s Operation Cast Lead Israeli invasion of Gaza.

Richard Goldstone, after whom the report is named, is a Jewish, long-time Zionist South African jurist who headed the four-person commission.

The report concluded there was strong evidence that both Israel and Hamas violated international law and that each may have committed war crimes during this invasion.  Not surprisingly, that report has produced a strong reaction in Israel and among Israel’s supporters around the world.

Why the strong reaction?

I believe it is because there is a clear feeling among Israelis and supporters of Israel that the report did a terrible injustice to Israel.  There is, in its pages, not even the slightest awareness that Israel engaged in this action in order to defend its citizens in Sderot and elsewhere in the communities bordering Gaza, those that have been shelled over a period of years by Hamas, forcing them to live a tenuous existence, dodging missiles, sending their children to sleep in shelters, losing friends and neighbors to random shells.  I wonder:  how long would any government allow this to go on when its first and foremost responsibility is the physical protection of its citizens?

Adding fuel to the fire, the Report concludes that, even if Israel had a right to invade Gaza to stop the missiles, it was guilty of callous disregard for the lives of Gazan non-combatants, including women and children who were maimed and killed in the fighting.

This myopic stance seems completely to disregard the fact that Hamas quite consciously chose to draw the IDF, the Israel Defense Forces, into the most populous areas, that it set up weapons caches and bunkers in the very midst of civilian populations so as to use the local population as human shields, forcing Israel either to give up the fight or pay the PR price when civilians were hurt.  

I wonder what Mr. Goldstone and his commission believe Israel should have done under these circumstances?  If Hamas chooses to hide behind the skirts of her women and children, should Israel simply leave them be and allow them to continue lobbing shells into Israeli communities?  Clearly that is not reasonable for any country.  It is something which Israel never should and never will accept.

At the same time, there are legitimate questions about specific actions committed by some Israeli soldiers in the heat of battle.  Even some of the soldiers themselves, after the combat was over, raised questions about fighters who stepped over the line in their wartime behavior.  Indeed, from the moment the incursion ended, there have been voices within Israel demanding an investigation into these charges so that they can be either cleared up or prosecuted.

It is sad that, by raising the bogus specter of systemic “war crimes,” this report risks poisoning the atmosphere for a true accounting of Israel’s mistakes in this conflict and her role in Gaza’s suffering, something Israel needs for its own sake.

Still, in the months since the report was released – and all the predictable outrage it generated – what has finally happened is that this admittedly one-sided and inequitable report has put pressure on Israel to do what she clearly should have done all along and that is to do her own impartial investigation into the fighting in Gaza last year.  

In just these last two weeks, Israel has revealed that its military has engaged in a serious mission to determine the truth of what actually went on during combat last year.  The IDF has released an extensive report on its findings and has posted these findings for all to see online and in English.  Most important, nineteen incidents involving shooting of civilians during this operation have been turned into criminal cases and two senior IDF officers have been disciplined.

Even more surprising, the IDF has revealed that, in this investigation, it has reached out to several human rights monitoring groups for their information, although these groups are generally detested in Israel.  This outreach is something new for Israel and the IDF.  It shows a seriousness of purpose, an intent to determine the truth no matter where it leads.  

My question is:  If Israel has had the courage to talk to human rights workers who are often the bearers of “bad news” about the conduct of Israel soldiers under fire, and if they have gone public with their findings and even pursued, through legal means, those who may be guilty of disregard for innocent lives, shouldn’t the world take note?  Shouldn’t the world, which seems to hold Israel to a moral standard higher than any other country in the world, shouldn’t it give Israel the credit it deserves?

And shouldn’t the world take careful note of the fact that Hamas, in stark contrast to Israel, has responded to the commission’s charges that it acted unethically and callously by using their own people as human shields with subterfuge, obfuscation and denial.  In a briefesponse to the commission’s charges in Arabic only, full of bluster and dissembling, Hamas denied it ever operated from the midst of civilians, denied it aimed its missiles at civilian targets in southern Israel—statements so utterly ridiculous that they discredit everything else Hamas says.

So far, the world has been strangely quiet both on the Israeli and the Hamas reports.  So far, there has been no expression of appreciation for the tough stand Israel has taken or of disgust at the Hamas position.

But, in the end, it doesn’t so much matter whether or not the world appreciates what Israel does to examine its own behavior.  What matters is that Israel does the right thing for the sake of the soul of the nation.  Israel needs to know the truth because, whatever the world thinks or says, Israel has its own high standards of ethical behavior on the field of battle, something it proudly calls “tohar ha-neshek” or “purity of arms,” an incredibly high standard of self-restraint under stressful battle positions -- and it’s that standard that makes Israel special, that it makes it ethical, that makes it a state we can be fiercely proud of.

So a military investigation is a good start.  But it’s not enough.  Because, as with police investigating their own, however much they might intend to be fair-minded, there is a presumption of self-serving and protecting one’s own, so any such investigation is suspect by definition.  So Israel needs – as the world has been demanding – an independent investigation, just as Israel has done again and again through the years, investigating the massacres in Sabra and Shatilla, investigating the violence inflicted against Israeli Arabs in Galilee just a few years ago, investigating the assassination of PM Yitzchak Rabin.  This is what Israel does, not because the world demands it but because Israel demands it of itself.  Because that’s what Israel is all about and could be no other way.

In the end, do I think such an independent investigation will quiet the uproar of the nations who so love to impugn Israel’s integrity while never questioning their own or each other’s, those who use Israel, in Saul Bellow’s felicitous phrase, as a “moral Disneyland,” where they can play at morality without ever taking a good look at themselves.  Do I think so?  No, of course not.  But we should do it because that’s what Israel is and ought to be, because a Jewish State has to live up to the high ideals of our tradition, because that’s what allows us to believe in that Israel is indeed something special, a light among the nations.  

This week is Purim, the story of an attempt by Haman to destroy our people but how we triumphed in the end, saving ourselves and defeating that famous villain.  In truth, the Purim story is the story of the Jewish people through the ages.  There have been innumerable Hamans through the generations who aimed to destroy us, this we know.  That’s why this Shabbat is “Shabbat Zachor,” the Sabbath just before Purim where we read an extra biblical portion, “Remember what Amalek did to you…and blot him out.” What’s this all about?  Amalek was the leader of the tribe guilty of a sneak attack on our women and children as we marched through the desert on the way to the Promised Land.  So we are to remember what Amalek did to us and, by our own strength and our own actions, blot out the memory of this enemy forever.

In our tradition, we see Haman as one in a long line of Amaleks, those who, in every generation, have sought our destruction.  That’s why we read “Remember what Amalek did to you” this week.  It reminds us that we Jews seem to be eternally under attack and the pariah of the nations.  

But Purim reminds also reminds us that, in the end we triumph, not only when we are strong but also when we remain true to our own best and highest ideals.  That’s what keeps us going – not only our own resolve but our faith that we continue to live up to our own highest ideals and principles, even when threatened with extinction.

That’s why I believe Israel should now commission its own independent investigation to determine the truth and learn the lessons that truth inevitably teaches.  Not because the world will hear of it and be impressed and cease its one-sided harassment, but because it is the right thing to do.  As the story of Purim reminds us, there have always been and will always be enemies who seek our destruction.  But it also says to us: when we are true to our own best selves, our highest ideals, our firm and unwavering commitment to the truth,  then we are stronger than any enemy – any Haman, any Amalek, any Hamas could ever be.

AMEN.  

