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Perhaps you remember the story of the “Tar Baby,” a tale told by Joel Chandler Harris, also known as Uncle Remus.

In this tale, B’rer Fox constructs a doll out of a lump of tar and some turpentine and dresses it up in some clothes to entrap the foolish B’rer Rabbit.  When Br'er Rabbit comes along he addresses the tar "baby" amiably, but, when he (naturally) receives no response, he becomes offended by what he regards as the Tar Baby's lack of manners.  So, out of frustration, he punches and kicks it repeatedly.  But the more he flails his arms and legs, the worse he gets stuck.

I couldn’t help but think of this story two weeks ago as I watched the infamous “flotilla incident” play out in international waters not far from the coast of Gaza.  Because, just like B’rer Fox, the members of I.H.H., the Turkish pro-Gaza organization behind the incident, consciously and carefully set a trap for the much bigger and stronger, Israeli military.

It’s clear now what they did.

They arranged for six ships, filled with what so-called “peace activists” to sail toward Gaza, bearing food, medical supplies and other essential items.  Their intention was clear – to break the three-year old Israeli blockade, begun when Hamas violently overthrew the government of Gaza.  

To that end, they infiltrated one ship, the Mavi Marmara, with their militant supporters, and, unlike the other five which didn’t resist when the Israeli soldiers boarded, these violent men in “peace activists’ clothing” proceeded to attack as, one by one, the soldiers dropped down a rope ladder onto the deck.  Be assured: they knew exactly what they were doing, cynically using civilians as cover and shield for their plan, knowing that, whatever happened, they couldn’t lose.  As one of their own leaders put it in a moment of rare candor before the action took place:  either the Israelis would allow them through and they’d win by breaking the blockade -- or they would not let them through and they’d win by creating an international incident that would increase sympathy for the Palestinian cause.  
Like B’rer Fox, they set a trap for their enemy and waited for him to get stuck.   Like B’rer Rabbit, the Israeli forces fell into the trap and the more they resisted, the more they got stuck.  As they landed on the deck, they were accosted by the mob, one soldier getting tossed to the deck below, others stabbed with knives or beaten mercilessly with iron bars, as the truly nauseating video on YouTube attests.   Unaided by the kind of basic intelligence Israel has been famous for, they were ill-equipped (literally and psychologically) for the violence they met.  Outnumbered and outplayed, they were soon in fear for their lives so that, when several of them were stripped of their weapons and those weapons were soon pointed at them, they responded with live fire and before long, 9 Palestinian sympathizers lay dead along with numerous Israeli casualties.
The sad truth is:  if they had set out to make themselves look bad in the eyes of the world, if they had consciously prepared a way to portray themselves as brutes, abusing poor defenseless Palestinians and international peace activists, they couldn’t have done a better job.  

As Leon Weiseltier wrote in the New Republic last week (June 3):  “Israel doesn’t need enemies: it has itself. Or more precisely: it has its government. The Netanyahu-Barak government has somehow found a way to lose the moral high ground, the all-important war for symbols and meanings, to Hamas. That is quite an accomplishment. Operation Make the World Hate Us, it might have been called.”  And it might have, if we’re to judge by the outrage of the world, from practically every corner, in the days since.
So look what’s been accomplished by this incident and its aftermath.  
It has made the world forget that Hamas cruelly continues to hold kidnapped soldier, Gilad Shalit, today after nearly four years; that it continues to call for Israel’s total destruction; that it refuses to talk peace with its West Bank Palestinian counterparts – let alone with Israel whom it contemptuously calls “the Zionist entity” – and that it continues to hold its own people in its brutal, totalitarian thrall.  This incident has managed to make everyone forget who is the real obstacle to peace, and cast itself in the role of arch-villain.  It has made itself anathema to so many in the world and has multiplied, by its rash behavior, calls for an immediate end to the Gaza blockade, something it originally undertook for its own survival.

Is this fair?  Is it right?  Is this the way things ought to be?  Of course not.  But that doesn’t matter now.  It doesn’t matter that Israel is, de facto, in a state of war with Hamas which, until Operation Cast Lead a year and half ago, was daily shooting rockets into peaceful Israeli communities.  

It doesn’t matter that international law allows for a combatant state to maintain a blockade and to board any ship – even in international waters – to prevent that blockade from being broken.  

It doesn’t matter that Hamas, from the moment of its violent takeover in 2007 has been an relentless instigator in the region, amassing ever-more sophisticated weaponry and, using it without remorse whenever and wherever possible on innocent Israel citizens.

It doesn’t matter that, while it is surely no ‘picnic’ living in what can only be described as a giant refugee camp, there is no widespread hunger, no medical, no humanitarian crisis at present in Gaza, what with goods in the stores, functioning hospitals, access to Israeli hospitals and doctors and repeated offers to allow humanitarian goods in as long as they are cleared first by Israeli security.

And it doesn’t even matter that, without such a blockade of military materiel, Gaza would surely become – as Prime Minister Netanyahu has said – an Iranian outpost, armed to the teeth – just like Hezbollah in Lebanon -- an enemy enclave, financed and protected by Iran – right on Israel’s border.

No, none of this matters.  All that matters now, in the wake of the flotilla incident, is that Israel looks bad and brutal and stupid and cruel, the Palestinians, even contemptible Hamas, innocent victims – and that Israel must be stopped at any cost.  What matters is that virtually all governments in the world -- with the exception of our own -- have lined up to take shots at Israel, puffing themselves out in righteous indignation, further isolating her from the community of nations.

Yes, it is true that Israel – along with those who love her – has a right to demand the world stop its cynical double-standard when it comes to Israel and the Palestinians.  It has a right to demand that the other nations – many undemocratic, totalitarian even immoral in their behavior -- stop using the Middle East (in Saul Bellow’s felicitous phrase) as its “moral Disneyland,” exacting impossibly high moral standards of Israel that they would never apply to themselves.  Surely there is no country in the world that would watch passively as a declared enemy amassed weapons on its borders.  And yet, somehow, that’s what Israel is supposed to do, even at the risk of the lives of its own people.
And it is true that what motivates so much of the hostility towards Israel -- whatever the specific issue du jour -- is, on the part of some nations, Islamic fanaticism, on the part of others, crude, unrepentant anti-Semitism.  How else understand the recent statement by the Turkish prime minister that the world now perceives “the swastika and the Star of David together?”  Shockingly, this kind of rank anti-Semitic hatred is increasingly coming to infect much of the world and it is certainly coloring much of the criticism of Israel.
It is also true that Israel is routinely singled out for opprobrium and abuse by the United Nations and its constituent agencies like the laughably misnamed “Human Rights Council,” and publications like the one-sided Goldstone Report – abuse saved, it seems, for Israel and Israel only.  

And it IS true that NO OTHER NATION but Israel seems to need to defend its very right to be.   In these last weeks and months we have witnessed a growing worldwide effort to delegitimize the state of Israel, to deny its very right to exist, something applied to no other nation in the world today.  This you cannot reason with.  This you cannot argue with.  This simply has to be resisted, period.
But while all of this is true – and it is infuriating – that’s not the whole story.  Tonight you and I who love Israel must admit a number of other truths, painful and difficult truths, truths many of us would rather not hear, truths I’m sorry to say, certain parts of the Jewish community do not wish spoken.

What truths am I talking about?

Well, what is sadly true, for starters, is that Israel’s intelligence services, the people who brought us the raid on Entebbe and the lightning-fast Six Day War victory, failed miserably in this incident.  There is simply no excuse for not knowing and preparing for the lynch mob that awaited these poor Israeli boys on that ship.  

It is also evidently true in retrospect that Israel could have dealt with this incident -- that was, let’s be frank here, never a serious threat --in a more thoughtful, calm, subtle, diplomatic way, thereby saving both lives and Israel’s besmirched reputation.  
I also believe it is true that the current Israeli administration, under the impression that the rest of the world is so hostile that Israel needn’t worry about it or factor it into its considerations -- has increasingly retreated into brutish tactics both in Israel and beyond, anti-democratic actions against its own people, tone-deaf anti-diplomacy that makes its international position untenable, and tragically, needless feuding with its greatest benefactor, the United States of America, where Israel seems to go out of its way to embarrass and antagonize the U.S. as it did, for example, when it announced an expansion of building plans in East Jerusalem at precisely the moment Vice-President Biden was there speaking about the unimpeachable bond between America and the Jewish state.  

Finally, the greatest truth of all, I am pained to say, is that the way Israel is administering the blockade of Gaza is capricious, incomprehensible, punitive, and ultimately self-defeating.  Surely any reasonable person, any reasonable Israeli has to admit it isn’t working – and increasingly they do, not just Israeli leftists but also Israeli military leaders, strategists and politicians of all stripes.  The blockade – the way it is presently constituted -- makes Gazans jump through hoops simply to go about their daily business, trying to negotiate the minutiae of the embargo, trying to make sense out of why it’s okay to have bananas but not cherries, macaroni but not meat, why they can’t have clothing, shoes, textbooks -- and no building supplies to reconstruct a country ravaged by war.  
Exactly opposite to what Israel intended, this blockade nourishes the tunnel economy controlled by Hamas, making them more powerful than ever before.  
Exactly opposite to what Israel intended, this blockade, rather than inducing rebellion against Hamas, draws the people ever closer to a Hamas that can portray itself as the great Palestinian savior.  
Exactly opposite to what Israel intended, this blockade has succeeded in marginalizing the Palestinian Authority under Abbas, making it appear weak and ineffectual in the eyes of its own people and therefore less able to make peace with Israel.  
Exactly opposite to what Israel intended, this blockade has reinforced resistance to freeing kidnapped soldier, Gilad Shavit, still held a prisoner almost four years since his capture.  
The simple truth is:  this blockade enforces a kind of collective punishment that draws the innocent closer to the guilty, the peaceful to the violent, creating ever more implacable hatred, ever greater resistance to negotiations with Israel.  
That’s why I believe Israel needs to give up this embargo as it finally seems, judging by recent articles in the New York Times, that it is ready to do.  It must find a smarter way of interdicting weapons without targeting the entire Gaza population, to end the capricious and self-defeating civilian embargo precisely so that it can maintain the essential military one.  It must do so, not because it will win the sympathies of the world – I’m afraid (if you’ll forgive the phrase) that ship has already sailed.  It must do so for its own sake so it doesn’t turn every single Palestinian into an enemy for all time.  And it must do so for its own sake because of the toll it is taking on its own young men and women forced to exercise unquestioned control over the lives of others.  The bitter truth is that Israel’s control of a million and a half people – no matter how benign it seeks to be and I believe it does -- is poisoning the atmosphere for a peaceful two-state solution and is turning its own young men and women into instruments of oppression.

My friends, it’s true:  this “flotilla incident” has been an unmitigated propaganda disaster for Israel – but that’s NOT the reason she needs to rethink this blockade and embargo.  Israel must never make decisions to please the rest of the world; she has to do decide what is right and necessary for herself and herself alone, as any state must do.  But that is precisely why she needs to change what she is doing now:  because it is NOT working, because it makes the possibility of peace less rather than more likely, because it is rallying its disparate enemies – who have no great love for each other – into a unified fighting force and, above all, because it is slowly eroding the moral fiber of a Jewish state that is coarsened by exercising control over others.  In the end, it seems clear to me:  Israel must, for the sake of its own soul, find a better way.   Only then will it be able to calm the troubled waters that are currently rocking the Israeli ship of state.  
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