Criticism and Loyalty: A Call for World Jewish Citizenship
By Noam Zion  

American Jews, at least in official capacities and in public forums, have often been reticent to criticize Israel. They have had good moral reasons for their reticence as well as traditional strategic ones as a Jewish minority and Zionist ones in support of an endangered Jewish state whose public standing may affect its military and political ability to survive. Of late that issue has become very controversial and it has served to alienate some of the younger generation of activist Jews who have been taught and fully believe in the right and more important the duty to be critics of power – ‘to speak truth to power” in the Quaker terminology. After considering the contemporary arguments very briefly. Let us invoke some Jewish texts and a certain conception of Judaism, Zionism and democracy that encourages greater leverage in North American Jews – who are nonIsraeli citizens – in promoting views not equivalent to the present Israeli government, whichever one it may be. This Jewish invitation to criticism is part and parcel of the Hartman Institute’s Engaging Israel’s project and its attempt to strengthen the conversation between North American Jewry and Israeli Jewry.
The reasons for circumspection about disagreeing with Israel are many and worthy of respect. How can I criticize what I do not understand? How can I express an opinion when my life and my child’s military service are not on the line? How can criticize Israel when there is in atmosphere of delegitimation where my legitimate criticism is being taken out of context to demonize Israel or at least to undermine the special American relationship of political, military and economic support necessary for state threatened by radical Islam to the North (Hezbollah), the Southwest (Gaza), and most greatly from the East (Iranian nuclear missiles or earlier Iraqi chemical missiles)? Jews need to stick together and not to air their disagreements in public for our status as Jews still in some sense depends on our public relations. Too long we have been so divided within that we have undermined our own causes and our lesson. Since 1948 is that strength lies in disciplined action and concerted efforts to lobby in one direction. After all didn’t Jews in the British Cabinet with Lord Balfour delay and almost torpedo the Balfour Declaration about a Jewish Homeland in Palestine in 1917? Didn’t Jewish leaders close to F.D.R. condemn the public protest of 400 rabbis calling for intervention to save Jews in World War Two? 
Our response is not to reject those arguments out of hand but to take them seriously in each concrete case weighing their pros and cons. But first we must countermand the view that criticism is betrayal, lack of solidarity and disloyalty. It is that principled claim that alienates many American Jews in both a radical and a more insidious moderate fashion. First, it rebuffs American Jews’ Jewish and American idealism schooled in the ideal of tikkun olam (so ascendant in liberal Judaisms since the 1990s) and in the heroism of democratic protest from Martin Luther King, jr, to the Soviet Jewry movement to Darfur and to ecology. It bifurcates their identity as national Jews and as moral Jews. Second, by closing the path to an engaged citizenship that involves debate and expression of opinion  it engenders indifference and noninvolvement. However what we need now more than ever are active world Jewish citizens who express themselves, engage in dialogue and advocate for their values.   

True, Americans who self-righteously tell the rest of the world how to behave – whether through democratization or opening up to free markets or leaving rain forests – without investing in minimal knowledge of the facts are not the kind of citizens anyone needs and their criticism is worthless and ungrounded even if fervent and well-meaning. True, an American Jew who does not have a son in the army nor does she ride Israeli buses has less of a right to pontificate on how to handle terrorism. But one who does read regularly about Israel and the Islamic world and one who contributes funds and volunteers time and expertise to Israeli causes must have a say commensurate with their investment.  “No taxation without representation” means in this case one cannot be asked to contribute support of any kind without being able to present one’s views and try to influence the forums making decisions. Otherwise we will get under the best conditions a passive citizenship that neither votes nor volunteers and lack luster leadership of placeholders keeping organizations going without vision or responsibility to their constituency. Make the debate come alive and then the best will give their best to guide the ship of state and the body politic of the Jewish people.
While most American Jews often identify their Jewishness as ethnic or religious, and too often reserve their political self-understanding for their American sense of citizenship, we assume that both in ancient and now in contemporaneous world we as Jews are people which means politics. Politicization of institutionalzed religion can have awful outcomes corrupting Judaism, but political aspects of religious idealism may help infuse Jews to participate in politics for the sake of tikkun olam. Not only as American or Israeli citizens but as members of the Jewish people, civic education is Jewish education in new key. Here the traditional Jewish pursuits -  of scholarship, of mitzvah, of communal responsibility, of prophetic critique, of self-examination and teshuva, of the commemoration of great events and the values they nurture like freedom and sensitivity to the other, and of education for a loyal identity from generation to generation - are  transformed into qualities of citizenship that inform society as whole. The citizen must have knowledge as well as commitment, vision as well as realistic standards, loyalty to the people criticized as well as courage for self-criticism as needed. 
Democracy requires such an active civil society as Alexis de Tocqueville described American democracy. Judaism needs and Zionism need them no less. Neither prime ministers nor generals nor rabbis can function well without checks and balances against abuse of power and without criticisms and lively discussions that expand the range of possibilities considered.

Let us consider three classical Jewish sources that not only illustrate this idea of an engaged Jewish citizenship but contribute to the substantive content of the obligation tot criticize. First, Abraham teaches us that the Jewish vocation of teaching God's ways of justice means the imperative to judging ourselves by the same standard. Second, the Rabbinic understanding of a child's loyalty to authority is to confront conflicting voices of authority and to seek - constructively and respectfully – clarification. Third, Rav Haim of Volozhin insists that we match our a relentless search for truth with deep humility. 
(1) Abraham’s calling to found the Jewish people is to combine the way of God with the way of justice, a religion of imitation of the Divine with universal ethics. 

"Adonai thought: Shall I hide from Avraham what I am doing? Seeing that Avraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him? For I know him [ or chose him so] that he shall command [instruct] his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of Adonai, to do justice and judgment (tzedakah umispat); that Adonai may bring upon Avraham that which he has spoken of him." (Gen. 18:17-19)
God knows Abraham in the sense of a calling. God chooses or singles out Avraham  for a purpose - to teach the way of justice, the way of the God. Therefore God must model the Divine process of judgment and involve Avraham as a kind of apprentice in the deliberation. In Jeremiah to know God is to know God’s way of Tzedakah uMishpat (Jeremiah 9:22 and 22:15-16). Abraham's mission is captured in modern idiom by Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, founder of modern orthodoxy, in Germany, who was inspired by the Emancipation and the French Revolution to see the beginning of the redemption of humanity and its return to the Torah as ethical monotheism. “The French Revolution was one of those hours when God walked among humanity.” For God since the Flood is committed to educate sinful humanity, not to destroy them. So Divine providence is visible in history both in rise and fall of nations according to moral standards. It is the role of the Jew in Exile to be a priest of Torah, a source of sanctity not polluted by the world but shedding light on the world as model, as light unto the nations. That was Abraham’s calling as a world educator. That is why Abraham left Babylonia for Eretz Yisrael. On Gen. 12:7 Hirsch comments:  “The ability to earn closeness to God is achievable by nay nation in any land whether in Greece or in Lapland.” (S.R. Hirsch Commentary on Torah Gen. 12:7)

However Abraham is not only responsible for PR, for being a light unto the nations, but also light for God when God is so-to-speak lost and uncertain. That is the point of the midrash:

 Rabbi Nehemia says: Noah is analogous to the king’s friend who is stuck in thick mud. The king notices, sees him and says: Before you sink into the mud, come with me as it says: “God walks with Noah” (Gen 6:9).
To whom is Avraham analogous? To the friend of the King who saw the king walking in dark alleys, noticed his Friend and began to shine light into the window.  The King noticed him and said: If you are already shining the light for me from the window, why not come and shine the light before me [on my path]. As God says to Avraham: “walk before me.” (Gen 17:1). (Breshit Rabbah 30(10)
When, then, the way of the world behaves, especially Jews who are called to that mission, even God, does not match up to that ideal of justice, then that gap between ideal and real must be exposed. It is Abraham’s job not just to register a protest to clear his conscience, not just to speak  truth to power, but to persuade the powers that be to reconsider their policies. Abraham with consummate debating skills as well as great moral courage appeals to God to live up to God’s own self-image as the judge of the whole earth. Abraham does not revolt but he does demonstrate the art of “managing up.”   Appealing not only for justice but for mercy - to forgive the whole city for the sake of 10 righteous, to give them second chance, Abraham establishes the principle that a community even if evil in its ways like Sodom can be saved not by the passive presence of ten innocents who are not corrupted, but by the public protests of group committed to raise the community’s standards. 
Rabbi David Kimchi (Provence 12th C) makes this point that the “righteous” must be public advocates, not merely pious innocents. When Abraham claims that ten righteous should be a good enough reason to save a whole corrupt city, David Kimchi explains that for those tzaddikim to save the city they must be public activists in their protest, so they might eventually overturn the negative direction of the city. God wants people who "stand in the breach of the broken fence," to prevent its destruction (Ezekiel 22:30). These tzaddikim must be in the streets (Jeremiah 5:1) - people who “will encourage the repentance or rehabilitate of those doing evil and go about in the streets and the outskirts of the city to reform them.” If the tzaddikim who are innocent lack the strength to go public because they fear for their lives, then the city will not to be saved, though the innocent will not be punished. (David Kimchi on Gen. 18: 24 Ha-Af)
To be a Jew, then, is to be an advocate to one’s neighbors and one’s political superiors even beyond one’s immediate jurisdiction, one’s own behavior. Followers of Abraham play key political roles even without governmental official positions. The prophet Nathan confronting David over “Batsheva-Gate.” Elijah challenging King Ahab over Navot’s judicial execution on trumped up charges to get his vineyard. Elie Wiesel confronted first Reagan and then Obama where he thought the presidents had gone wrong and they respected him for that.  Divine right of kings in 17th C. England means the kings are above human criticism, but in the Bible being chosen by God is always conditional on living up to the Divine mandate as interpreted by God's messengers – the prophets.
(2)  In the case of Abraham, criticism is not a sign of disloyalty, and so too Rabbis gently promote the duty of the child to criticize their parents – with proper respect. 

"If the child sees the parent violate a commandment, the child should not say: "Father, you have disregarded a mitzvah of the Torah!" Rather the child should say: "Isn't it written thus and thus in the Torah?" - speaking to the parent as though one were consulting, in​stead of admonishing.
If the parent orders the child to transgress a positive or a negative command set forth in the Bible or even a command which is of rabbinical origin, the child must disregard the order, for it is said:  

“You shall fear everyone one's mother, and one's father; but you shall keep My Sabbaths” (Lev. 19:3), that is, all of you are bound to honor Me. (Maimonides, Laws of Rebellion 6:11)
Classical example of a parent teaching his son not to obey him is Rabbenu Asher who is quoted by his son Rabbenu Jacob so of Asher (14 th C. Spain) as follows about aprent trying to controlling his son's choice of friends:
"(Question): You have asked about a father who forbade his son to speak to a certain Jew, or to pardon him… until a specified date. The son wishes to become reconciled with the individual, but hesitates because of his father's command….

(Response by Rabbenu Asher):  Know that it is forbidden to hate any Jew, unless he is seen violating the law. The father who commanded his son to hate a man does not have the right to command him to violate the words of the Torah, which says,  "I am the Lord" - reverence  of Me   precedes reverence for your parent". Furthermore, the father is thus violating the law himself and not behaving in this matter as a member of the Jewish people ought to, and he need not be honored in this matter. (Responsa of the ROSH 15:5)
Perhaps the obligation to teach one’s children Torah (TB Kiddushin 29a) is an invitation for them to hold you up to the standard of Torah. One ceases to be blindly obligated to obey one’s parents, when one learns to examine the principles and laws upon which that obedience is premised. The Rabbis understood God in these parental terms as drawing nachas from his children who challenge Divine authority in the name of Torah. So when Rabbi Yehoshua rejects God’s interference in the case of Tanur of Akhnai on the basis of a so-called biblical proof for majority rule by human decision makers. God is described as smiling and conceding happily: “My sons have out-argued me.” 

Then Rabbi Eli'ezer said: “If the law is as I say, it shall be proven from heaven”.  

A voice from Heaven  pronounced: “What have you against Rabbi Eli'ezer? The law is always as he says”.  
Rabbi Yehoshua then stood up and said: ‘It is not in heaven.’ (Deut. xe "Deuteronomy:30\:12" 30:12). 

 [Some time later,] Rabbi Natan met Elijah [the prophet].  He asked him: 

“What did the Holy One do at that moment?”  

Elijah replied: “God smiled and said: ‘My children have defeated [out argued] me, my children have defeated me.’”   (TB Baba Metzia 59a).                                            

Alan Dershowitz, the activist lawyer, relates the notion of critical loyalty to the covenantal relationship of God and Abraham: 
"The relationship between God and the Jewish people is covenantal, that is, in the nature of a legally binding contract. As one commentator has put it: "God is transformed from an 'absolute' into a `constitutional' monarch. He is bound, as man is bound, to. the con​ditions of the constitution." What a remarkable notion! This theme of mu​tually obligatory contract resonates through much of Jewish history, prayer, literature, and even song. A contract bestows rights on both contracting par​ties. The Jewish people have the right to insist that God keep His side of the bargain forever - or at least explain why He has not done so. Throughout Jewish history - from the destruction of the Temples, to the Crusades, to the Inquisition, to the pogroms, and es​pecially to the Holocaust - Jews have been demand​ing an answer from their contracting partner. It has rarely been forthcoming, but we persist. The very word "chutzpah" - which I took as the title for one of my books and which means "bold​ness," "assertiveness," a "willingness to challenge au​thority" - was first used in the context of demanding that God keep His side of the covenant. It appears in the Talmud b as part of the Aramaic expression chutzpah k'lapei shemaya - chutzpah even against heaven. Abraham was the first to demonstrate such chutzpah, but surely not the last." (A. Dershowitz, The Genesis of Ethics)
Thus criticism of Israel or Judaism or Jewish leaders as well as parents is to be welcomed as true loyalty when offered with rational argument and with a strong knowledge basis, without self-righteousness. The spirit of loyal criticism appeals to common Jewish values. Most important, it must be offered constructively by one who wants to remain in the conversation and in the community as a partner in its calling to make a better world because it is our calling. 

In fact, criticizing your fellow Jew is a sign of love. 

"You shall not hate your brother in your heart. Reprove your neighbor .. , Love your neighbor as yourself, I am Adonai." (Leviticus 19: 17-18)

Otherwise when you are annoyed by the Israeli government you will become disdainful or angry, or more often alienated and indifferent to a troublesome but disappointing and embarrassing relative whose name as a state "Israel" is also your own name as a people. Isarelis always show their loyalty by complaining endlessly and usually justifiably about their gap between their leaders promises and performance, so American Jews are certainly welcome to join that Israeli pastime rather than  develop indifference. 
 (3) Finally let us cite Rabbi Haim of Volozhin, a great Lithuanian Talmud scholar, who balances masterfully the undeniable duty to declare the truth without regard for authority and yet to maintain our humility that we too may err and we might well be lacking a wider context. Here is his insightful notion of wrestling with your teachers as he draws to from a saying of the Ethics of the Fathers:  

"Yosi ben Yoezer from Tzereda said: 
Make your house a meeting house for the wise. Roll yourself (mitabek) in the dust (afar/avak) of their feet and drink their words with thirst." (Avot 1:4)
One of the 48 ways of acquiring Torah (Avot 6) is to help your teachers become wiser by asking sharp questions and that way learning traditions expand. For study is called "war" – "the war of Torah," so students are called fighters, warriors. That is how the Rabbis interpret the verses: 
"Happy is the man who fills his quiver (with heroic warrior sons). They will not be ashamed when they speak to enemies in the city gate" (Psalm 127:5) [and "In the book of God's wars: et vaheiv b'sufa (Numbers 21:14)]. 

That means "that even a parent and child or a teacher and student who become like enemies in the battle of Torah will not stop arguing until they become lovers" (TB Kiddushin 30b). 

Therefore it is forbidden for students to accept the words of the teacher if the students have kushiot\ challenging objections \ questions. Sometimes the student will have the truth, just as a little branch can light a large log. That is the meaning of: "Be one who is mitabek." Mitabek comes from the description of Yaacov "wrestling with the man/angel" (vayeiaveik - Gen 32: 25) which is a context of combat. This is indeed a mitzvah war (milhemet mitzvah). So too we (the students of this generation) struggle against our holy rabbis who are ' in the land' (a metaphor for the land of life, the world to come), whose souls are high in heaven - these great authors whose books are with us. By virtue of their books being in our houses, our houses become "a meeting house for the wise" (Avot 1:4). So (the Mishna in Avot has) warned us and given us the permission to wrestle and battle with their words and to find solutions that resolve their difficulties. Do not show deference to anyone
 (even the great scholars who wrote these books). Just love the truth.

Yet with all this beware in your soul lest you speak with pride and arrogance, because you have found something on which to disagree (with these great authors) and you imagine that you are as great as your teacher or as one of these authors to whom you have raised an objection. Know in your heart that sometimes you have not understood their words and their intentions. So maintain great humility and acknowledge that you are not worthy (when raising objections and finding difficulties in the views of your rabbis and the books of the great authors), but (what can you do, you have no choice) for this is Torah (and you must be loyal to the truth you see).  That is the meaning of Avot 1:4: "mitabek – wrestling with your teachers" and yet do so (on condition that you stay) "in the dust (afar) of their feet" – that is with humility and subordination, arguing before them, while still sitting on the ground (in deference)." (Ruach HeHayim on Avot 1:4)

Without that commitment to truth, to expressing a different view, neither Judaism nor democracy can progress towards more inclusive, more imaginative and more responsible policies. Engaged, informed, contributing Jewish citizens of America and of world Jewry and their state, are the necessary partners with American Jewish and Israeli leaders. Loyalty requires ongoing criticism, just as criticism obligates commitment to humble service of God, Judaism and the Jewish state. 

Let us conclude by wondering whether and how far the ideal of Jewish unity is to be valued. In terms of helping one another criticism is certainly a great imperative – no matter how we disagree. But should it dampen healthy debate on our best course as a people? A wonderful model of national unity through disagreement and mutual criticism rather than in a consensus of belief (orthodoxy) or action (orthopraxis) is provided by 

the American Jewish political journalist Howard Fineman who wrote a best-selling book The Thirteen American Arguments: Enduring Debates that Define and Inspire our Country (2008). In detailing the continuing arguments over individual versus collective responsibility, or national versus local authority, Fineman insisted, “Our disputes are not a burden, but a blessing.” Fineman also called the United States, “the Arguing Country, born in, and born to, debate.” The Jewish people and especially Israel could adopt that title without any reservations. 

Philip Roth would suggest that the debate is too central to Jewish identity to suppress: 

"Why couldn't the Jews be one people?  Why must Jews be in conflict with one another?  Why must they be in conflict with themselves?  Because divisiveness is not just between Jew and Jew – it is within the individual Jew.  Is there a more manifold personality in all the world?  I don't say divided.  Divided is nothing… But inside every Jew there is a mob of Jews.  The good Jew, the bad Jew.  The new Jew, the old Jew.  The lover of Jews, the hater of Jews.  The friend of the goy, the enemy of the goy.  The arrogant Jew, the wounded Jew.  The pious Jew, the rascal Jew.  The coarse Jew, the gentle Jew.  The defiant Jew, the rascal Jew.  The coarse Jew, the gentle Jew.  The defiant Jew, the appeasing Jew.  The Jewish Jew, the de-Jewed Jew.  Shall I go on?  So I have to expound upon the Jew as a three-thousand-year amassment of mirrored fragments… Is it any wonder that a Jew is always disputing?  He is a dispute, incarnate." (Operation Shylock)
� Deuteronomy 1: 16-17 "Judge righteously between one person and his brother and his resident alien. Do not recognize (and prefer) one face (one known personage) in judgment. Listen to the small and the great equally. Do not fear any person for the judgment belongs to God." 
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