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“Blasphemy” is not a word in the Jewish lexicon. It strikes me as a Christian word, as defined by one meaning in the dictionary as a “profane act or utterance or writing concerning GOD or a sacred entity.” I cannot imagine a Jew uttering blasphemies in this sense since Judaism is not a creed-oriented faith, nor is belief in God a necessity for full acceptance into the Jewish community. Communally speaking, Jews allow each other a wide parameter for irreverence. Jews can be agnostics, atheists, theological rebels; Jews can be Buddhists and remain respected Jews, and Jews, born of Jewish mothers, can even convert to Christianity and remain full Jews according to Orthodox law.

But if one defines “blasphemy” as an irreverent act, attitude or utterance in regard to something considered inviolable or sacrosanct, then one can find strict boundaries in the Jewish community between what is acceptable and what is beyond toleration. And here is where there is enormous controversy. What, precisely, is inviolable or sacrosanct in Jewish life today? Where are the implicit boundaries and where are the consensual definitions? Frankly, one can often be unaware of these dividing lines until they explode in your face!

Let me be clear before proceeding further. We are Americans, and our freedom of speech is protected by the unique First Amendment of our Constitution. The American Jewish Committee is adamant in the defense of that Amendment, and we have no patience for any talk of constraints on that fundamental American privilege. Nazis, to take an extreme example, have the right to preach hatred, and we have the right to denounce their bigotry. That is the American system, and we accept it, and we expect others to do the same.

What are some examples of Jewish firestorms over the last few decades, and what are the reasons for the controversies?

Let’s start with Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, published in 1963, and called by one critic “a book that has wreaked more moral havoc than any other of the last fifty years.”

Many Jews hated the book for three main reasons: Arendt’s inference that the Judenrat, the Jewish leaders in the ghettos during the Holocaust, were morally complicit with the German authorities, her questioning of Israel’s right to try Eichmann, and her startling coinage of the term “banality of evil.”

In their vehement objection to Arendt’s perception of Eichmann’s evil as “banal” and the implication that we are all potential Eichmann’s under the right circumstances, Jews clarified, almost unconsciously, a basic Jewish moral norm, that must not be challenged—the fundamental belief in free will and the absolute insistence that evil is a personal, conscious, irrevocable decision whose consequences demand maximum punishment.

Furthermore, Arendt’s judgmental tone in commenting on the Judenrat struck many as so lacking in compassion as to border on cruelty, which brings us to another sacrosanct element in contemporary Jewish life—the Holocaust. One crosses the line when one criticizes Jews regarding the Holocaust, the reason for the universal Jewish contempt for Norman Finkelstein’s book, The Holocaust Industry, and the lingering contempt for Arendt’s criticism of the Judenrat.

Arendt’s former friend, the distinguished scholar, Gershom Sholem, famously wrote to her that, at root, she lacked "ahavat yisroel," a love of her fellow Jews. Here we have another sacrosanct imperative in Jewish life—to love your fellow Jew and to feel responsible for him or her no matter where they live or who they are. Arendt violated that imperative and her book causes furor even today. The worst epithet that can be hurled at a Jew by another Jew is “self-hating Jew.” The insult may often be unfair or exaggerated, but it will prove damaging nevertheless.

Two other firestorms in recent months bring to light the delicate subject of Israel, and the difficulty of drawing a clear line between acceptable and unacceptable criticism within the Jewish community—Stephen Spielberg’s film, Munich, and the recent AJC publication by Professor Alfred Rosenfeld, “Progressive” Jewish Thought and the New Anti-Semitism.

Munich was attacked by the Jewish Right and the Rosenfeld essay was attacked by the Jewish Left. The essence of the argument in both cases was the indistinct boundary line between the limits of free speech with regard to Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians.

Spielberg tried to cinematize the tragic complications of the Middle East conflict, and naively failed to realize that venturing any where near that explosive subject was like stepping on a third rail. He was accused of presenting a moral equivalence between Israeli victims and Palestinian terrorists, simply by including a scene where a young, handsome Palestinian guerilla leader argues articulately with a secret Israeli Mossad operative.

Spielberg was also taken to task for raising moral issues about Israel’s decision to assassinate Palestinian terrorist leaders as revenge for the Munich massacre. Although the film explores the moral dilemma of violent revenge and its destructive impact on the avengers, the climax of the drama focuses on the horror of the Munich atrocity, the images of which linger in the viewers minds long after the moral questions fade away.

Personally, I feel that Spielberg made an honest and impressive film on an immensely difficult subject and was unfairly attacked by extreme Israeli defenders who refuse to tolerate any effort to see both sides of the tragedy. In addition, it was clear to me that Spielberg’s sympathies—both politically and dramatically—were on the side of his fellow Jews.

Rosenfeld’s essay presents an even greater firestorm. Focusing his attack on the most extreme left wing Jewish critics of Israel, he tries to define the proper boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable criticism. One has every right to criticize specific Israeli policies and practices, he says, but not the fundamental right of Israel to exist as a Jewish state. Nor does one have the right to compare Israeli soldiers to Nazis or the Occupation of the West Bank to “Auschwitz” or the leaders of the Israeli government to Hitler, or the Zionist Movement to “collective insanity.” Such extremist points of view, he insists, lose all credibility, slide into emotional hysteria and, worst of all, feed into the growing worldwide resurgence of anti-Semitism.

Rosenfeld quotes the worst of the offenders, the Canadian philosophy professor, Michael Neumann, who accuses Israel of committing “Zionist atrocities,” and of waging a “race war against the Palestinians,” a war whose purpose is nothing less than the “extinction of a people.”

Can one call Jewish anti-Zionists anti-Semites? It is a baffling and troubling question. The starkest case for the conflation of anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism was made by the outspoken writer, Dennis Prager:

“Can someone deny that Italians are a nation, work to destroy Italy, and all the while claim to that he is not an enemy of the Italian people because he does not hate all Italians? The question is obviously absurd. If you deny Italian nationhood and any Italian rights to their homeland, and seek to destroy Italy, no matter how sincerely you claim to love some Italians, you are an enemy of the Italian people. The same holds true for those who deny Jewish nationhood and the Jews right to their state, and advocate the destruction of Israel. Such people are enemies of the Jewish people, and the term for their attitudes is anti-Semitism.”

Rosenfeld’s mistake, I believe, was to include Richard Cohen, the columnist for the Washington Post, in his attack. Cohen is a liberal pro-Zionist who, although often critical of Israeli policies, is a firm supporter of the Jewish state. Cohen deeply resented being placed in the company of such virulent anti-Zionists, and wrote an entire column expressing his outrage and criticizing the AJC.

Rosenfeld’s other mistake, perhaps, was to formulate a deliberately provocative title that seemed to encompass all Progressives in the linkage to the “new anti-Semitism,” a perception that is not really borne out by the actual contents of the essay.

After an initial two months of public indifference, the essay exploded into controversy when the New York Times placed the story on the front page of the Arts section. The furor persists even as we speak.

In essence, the entire Jewish political left felt attacked by Rosenfeld’s essay, even though all his targets were extreme anti- Zionists, a position hardly shared by the majority of Jewish liberals. 

It often makes little difference, in many of these controversies, what the writer actually says or means: at issue here are the powerful reverberations that a single word or phrase can trigger in a highly emotional atmosphere—the “banality of evil,” Jimmy Carter’s “apartheid,” Rosenfeld’s “Progressives.” The context is often ignored; the single word becomes paramount.

One final comment: I am speaking here in a Christian setting, and I wish to offer a controversial, but, in my mind, inescapable observation about the potent meaning of Israel to the Jewish people, a meaning so powerful and so visceral that it often baffles the non-Jewish world. In Christian terms—if the Holocaust represents the very nadir of the Jewish historical experience, equivalent in the minds and hearts of Jews to the Crucifixion of Jesus, then the establishment of the state of Israel represents the Resurrection of the Jewish people, equivalent to the miracle of Easter. The analogy is that potent, and until non-Jews understand that analogy, they will fail to grasp the sacredness of Israel, even to many secular Jews.

In conclusion, I suggest that of all the sacrosanct entities in the Jewish community, the most powerful are the hallowed respect for the memory of Holocaust victims, and the consequent demand for the secure existence of the state of Israel.

[This text can be found online at www.bc.edu/boisi]
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