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True Commitment is Unconditional       By Abraham Ben-Zvi 
 On first glance, it may seem as though U.S. Vice President Mike 
Pence's visit to Jerusalem is not much more than ceremonial, devoid of any 
practical significance. Pence is not counted among U.S. President Donald 
Trump's busy worker bees in the Middle East, and there are currently no 
active peace efforts requiring revitalization or an infusion of new, ground-
breaking variables. 
 But this impression is misleading. Gestures, symbols and expressions of 
solidarity and public, sweeping support for Israel are important to 
maintaining the special relationship between Washington and Jerusalem, 
especially when they are anchored in the moral, ideological and historical 
foundation of the alliance. Indeed, when these ideas were vocalized loud 
and clear at the Knesset podium, they communicated an unequivocal 
message on the fortitude of the partnership, not to mention the central place 
of Israel in the ethos, heritage and reality of the American experience. 
 While the voice at the podium belonged to the vice president, keep in 
mind that he is in practice a loyal envoy and assistant to the 45th U.S. 
president. He expressed, in a refined and pure manner, the attitude of the 
man at the top of the pyramid and the terms of affection that currently 
characterize the American-Israeli axis. 
 Another example of Pence's adherence to the White House's firm stance 
was when, during the current visit to the region, he openly and directly 
presented the U.S.'s policy on Jerusalem and the resumption of peace talks 
to Jordan's King Abdullah. He didn't try to placate his Jordanian host or 
sugar-coat the American stance with "politically correct" terms, despite the 
deep opposition in the Arab world to Trump's recognition of Jerusalem as 
Israel's capital last month. 
 In this regard, the nature of Pence's visit could not possibly be more 
different than former U.S. Vice President Joe Biden's visit in March 2010, 
which was held under an entirely different atmosphere. While Pence brings 
with him a message of brave partnership now, Biden then reflected a 
climate of tension and friction between the previous administration and 
Israel. Biden arrived in Jerusalem at the height of a settlement construction 
freeze in Judea and Samaria, implemented everywhere but in east 
Jerusalem. But that didn't prevent American pressure on the Netanyahu-led 
coalition to stop the building plans in the Jewish neighborhoods of the 
eastern part of the city. Biden's visit was marred by this crisis, which only 
intensified during the visit with the publication of construction plans in 
Ramat Shlomo, a Jewish neighborhood in eastern Jerusalem, and peaked 
during Netanyahu's visit to Washington a week later. 
 The previous administration's whip of threats and admonishments has 
now given way to a conciliatory, supportive attitude that also reflects the 
dangers and challenges currently facing the moderate Sunni world. Even 
though current American policy unequivocally supports kickstarting the 
peace process, America does not see a peace agreement as the ultimate 
goal, like it did during the Obama era, nor is that considered a necessary 
precondition to strengthening America's position in the region. Indeed, the 
impression the Pence visit leaves is of unconditional and true commitment. 
(Israel Hayom Jan 23) 
 

 
What Did you Hear When Mike Pence Spoke to the Knesset? 
By Jonathan S. Tobin 

In Monday’s New York Times, columnist Max Fisher treated Vice 
President Mike Pence’s visit to Israel as just another expression of what he 
considers the divisive policies of the Trump administration. Even before 
Pence gave a rousing speech to the Knesset, Fisher wrote that Trump’s 
approach to the Middle East conveyed what he called “a particularly 
American notion of being ‘pro-Israel.’” Trump and Pence’s stances on 
Jerusalem and the peace process were, he wrote, rooted in the “us versus 
them” American identity politics of evangelicals that liberals view with 
disdain. 

To this way of thinking, Pence’s instinctive identification with 
America’s only democratic ally in the region, his robust support for Israel’s 
right to exist, its claim on its ancient capital Jerusalem and the need for its 

opponents to come to 
terms with these facts 
is just another version 
of the Trump administration’s 
immigration policies or its views on 
abortion. 

But what Trump and Pence’s 
critics get wrong is not so much their 
critique of the details of their policies 
as it is their resistance to the notion 

that America’s love for Israel is rooted in its religious heritage as well as 
its national interests. 
 How did any sentiments such as Pence’s words on Jewish rights or 
even a recognition of the fact that Jerusalem is Israel’s capital come to be 
seen as just another front in America’s increasingly bitter partisan wars? 
 Is it really the fault of Republicans or Christian conservatives? 
 Or is rather that some on the left have come to embrace 
intersectionality—a view of the world in which Israel is falsely accused of 
being a colonial power oppressing a group that is identified as the moral 
equivalent of those who are made to suffer because of their race, gender or 
sexual preference? For the growing numbers who subscribe to this view, 
Israel is just another front in the great divide between left and right in 
which Pence’s stands are easily demonized. 
 But no matter how you feel about Trump, Pence or the views of 
evangelicals on social issues, what is really troubling about the way some 
left-wingers are so quick to lash out at the administration’s stands in such 
a way as to demonize normative pro-Israel positions. 
 The reality check needed here is not for the administration and its 
supporters but for those so deeply identified with the “resistance,” which 
made its voice heard last weekend in marches around the country, that 
anything the president or vice president say on any subject must somehow 
be shoehorned into a narrative about how awful they are. 
 There was nothing particularly controversial in either the president’s 
remarks on Jerusalem last month or Pence’s speech today from the point 
of view of the pursuit of peace. Neither Trump nor Pence precluded a two-
solution or even a re-division of Jerusalem in order to accommodate a 
Palestinian capital if that was part of a peace plan accepted by both sides. 
 It was significant that Pence quoted George Washington and John 
Adams in his Knesset speech. Few American Jews know that the first U.S. 
president to endorse a Jewish state wasn’t Harry Truman or anyone else in 
the 20th century. It was Adams, the nation’s first vice president and 
second president. That demonstrates just how far back into America’s 
political history backing for Zionism goes. That vast numbers of 
Americans are inspired by the Bible to support Jewish rights in their 
ancient homeland isn’t so much a function of the left-right conflict as it is 
an integral part of the nation’s political culture. Those turned off by 
Pence’s rhetoric need to ask what exactly it is about a desire to respect 
Jewish rights and demand that Palestinians give up their century-old war 
on Zionism that annoys them so much. 
 Nor is there anything intrinsically right-wing or crazy about Pence’s 
declaration that the Iran nuclear deal must be renegotiated to end the 
sunset clauses that will enable Tehran to legally seek a weapon once the 
accord expires within a decade. President Barack Obama vowed to end 
Iran’s nuclear program and to never to allow Iran to obtain a bomb, but the 
only way those promises can be fulfilled are by the measures Trump and 
Pence advocate. 
 For those who can’t listen to anything coming out of this 
administration without re-interpreting it through the lens of the resistance, 
Pence’s moving comments about the ties between America and Israel may 
seem like a creepy conservative plot against liberal values. But if that’s 
how you heard it, the problem isn’t in Pence’s rhetoric, but in a rejection 
of a belief that the overwhelming majority of American still rightly view 
as a consensus issue.  (JNS Jan 22) 
 

 
Abbas' Fiery Speech Has Cleared Up 24 Years of Hypocrisy 
By Moshe Arens 

Now that Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas has made 
it clear, for all the world to hear, where he stands, it is time to clear up 
some of the “politically correct” hypocrisy that for years, ever since the 
ill-fated Oslo Accords, has muddled the debate on the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, in Israel and abroad. 

The United States cannot be, and has never been, neutral in mediating 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It is the leader of the world’s democratic 
community of nations and cannot assume a neutral position between 
democratic Israel and the Palestinians, whether represented by an 

 

ISRAEL NEWS 

A collection of the week’s news from Israel 
From the Bet El Twinning / Israel Action Committee of 

Beth Avraham Yoseph of Toronto Congregation 

Readers are requested to please mail contributions to: BAYT - re: Israel News, 613 Clark Avenue West, Thornhill, Ontario. L4J 5V3 
Annual Rates: Friend - $36, Supporter - $50, Benefactor - $180. Dedications are welcome at $120/week. Call (905) 886-3810 for further info.    

See Israel News on the internet at www.bayt.ca and www.frumtoronto.com or email LWZ@Zeifmans.ca to request to be added to the weekly email. 
Opinions expressed do not necessarily represent the views of BAYT. 

 

בס״ד
 

http://www.bayt.ca/
http://www.frumtoronto.com/
mailto:LWZ@Zeifmans.ca


autocratic leadership that glorifies acts of terror or by Islamic 
fundamentalists who carry out acts of terror. 

The motivation for U.S. involvement over the years had been the 
assumption that its primary interest was maintaining good relations with the 
Arab world and assuring the continued supply of oil, and that as long as the 
Palestinian issue remained unresolved Israel was an encumbrance to the 
U.S.-Arab relationship. 

In recent years the tectonic shifts in the Arab world, the lower price of 
oil and the decreased importance attached to the Palestinian issue in much 
of the region, have essentially removed the main incentive the United States 
had in past years to stay involved in the conflict. The involvement during 
the eight years of Barack Obama’s presidency was the result of his 
ideological convictions that included the need to reach out to the Muslim 
world and his belief in the “two-state solution.” 

With Donald Trump’s election as the president of the United States, all 
that is gone and does not seem likely to return. Now, what has become 
clear, as should have been clear all along, is that resolving the conflict 
requires direct negotiations between Israeli and Palestinian representatives. 
There is no substitute for that. Not Abbas’ call for mediation by the 
European Union nor his reliance on the anti-Israel majority in the United 
Nations. 

Despite the conventional wisdom that the core issues — such as 
Jerusalem or the fate of Israeli settlements beyond the 1949 armistice lines 
— are the major stumbling blocks to an agreement, the issue for which 
there seems to be no solution in sight at the moment is making sure that any 
Israel military withdrawal will not result in rockets being launched against 
Israel’s population centers from areas that are turned over to the 
Palestinians. 

Israel cannot allow a repetition of what happened after the withdrawal 
from Gaza Strip. Neither Abbas nor the Hamas leadership can provide any 
assurances on this point. Until such time as this issue is laid to rest there 
will be no meaningful progress. 

Does that mean that Israel is left with a choice between a state with a 
Palestinian majority or an apartheid state, as claimed by Israel’s left? This 
imaginary dilemma is based on a deterministic theory of history, which 
disregards all other possible alternatives in the years to come, and on 
questionable demographic predictions. 

What the left is really saying is this: better rockets on Tel Aviv than a 
continuation of Israeli military control over Judea and Samaria. There is 
little support in Israel for that view. Those who support that position in the 
world are not particularly concerned for the security of Israel’s citizens. The 
insistence by the left that polls show that the majority of Israelis favor a 
“two-state” solution distorts the views of that majority. Most Israelis do not 
favor an Israeli withdrawal from Judea and Samaria at this time, but rather 
express their desire to be rid of as many Palestinians as possible in due 
time. 

As for Israeli settlements in Judea and Samaria, the lesson learned from 
the forceful uprooting of the settlers from Gush Katif and the Israeli 
withdrawal from the Gaza Strip is that there will be no repetition of such 
acts in the future. Nor will any Israeli government, present or future, 
prevent Israelis from settling in Judea and Samaria. Jews in these areas of 
the Land of Israel are there to stay. They should not be an obstacle to the 
establishment of a Palestinian State if and when that step is part of the 
resolution of the Israeli-Arab conflict. 

A democratic Palestinian state that adopts Western values would see a 
Jewish minority within its borders as an asset that can contribute to the 
economy of a state that will face difficult economic problems. 

So where do we go from here? Direct negotiations, of course. But it 
will take time — a lot of time.   (Haaretz Jan 22) 
 

 
Making Terrorists Pay - Unless They're Palestinian Arabs  
By Stephen M. Flatow  

The headline was enough to alarm anyone who has a heart: "Israel's 
Army Wants a Dead Palestinian Man's Family to Pay for the Jeep That 
Crushed Him," the Jewish Telegraphic Agency announced last week. 
  Those cruel Israelis!  Here an Israeli army jeep goes and "crushes" an 
apparently innocent "Palestinian man," and the Israelis have the nerve to 
demand a pound of flesh from his family, too. The cruelty! The chutzpah!  
It's enough to make you want to sell your Israel Bonds. 
  Until that, is, you get to the third paragraph of the JTA article. Then 
you discover that there's more to the story than the headline indicated. A lot 
more. The headline told us only that he was a "Palestinian Man." Not a 
terrorist. Not an attacker. "Palestinian Man" clearly suggests that he was an 
innocent Palestinian civilian.  But way down in the third paragraph, we 
discover that a Palestinian Arab terrorist named Abdullah Ghneimat, age 
22, threw a firebomb at an Israeli jeep. To put it another way, Ghneimat 
attempted to burn some Jews to death. 
  So, the JTA's headline should have read "Palestinian Terrorist." Or 
"Palestinian Firebomber." Or "Palestinian Attacker." In other words, 
language that would have accurately described what he was doing. That one 
little word changes the entire story. Ghneimat was not the victim. He was 
the aggressor. He was an attempted murderer. 

  After throwing the firebomb, Ghneimat ran. The Israeli Army jeep 
pursued him. During the chase, the jeep "flipped over a wall," according 
the article. Meaning that the Israeli soldiers were almost killed. 
Fortunately, the hand of justice intervened. The would-be murderer was 
killed instead of his intended victims. 
  Now comes the chutzpah-and it's not Israeli chutzpah. The 
firebomber's family sued the army! Well, why not? No doubt they've read 
about plenty of frivolous lawsuits in which the families of rock-throwers 
and bomb-throwers end up with large settlements, because the Israeli 
authorities are afraid of International criticism, or just don't want to be tied 
up in court for years. 
  In this case, however, the Army seems to have responded by counter-
suing the terrorist's family, demanding that it pay for the $28,000 damages 
that their son caused to the jeep. 

That makes perfect sense. In every civilized legal system, if someone 
damages another person's property, then the attacker-or the attacker's 
estate, if he's deceased-is liable to pay compensation. 
  In fact, I would take it a step further. The dead terrorist's estate, or his 
legally liable relatives, should also be compelled to pay for any medical 
treatment that the Israeli soldiers in the jeep retired. Whatever injuries they 
suffered were due directly to the terrorist's actions. 

I wish this could all be attributed to a careless headline-writer at the 
JTA. But it's not. The opening sentence of correspondent Ron Kampeas's 
article reads: "Israel's army is reportedly suing the family and village of a 
Palestinian man to pay for the jeep that crushed him during clashes." So, 
the headline accurately reflected the article's pro-Palestinian slant. 
  And a word about that term "clashes." That's standard language among 
journalists who cannot bring themselves to write of Palestinians as 
aggressors. A "clash" sounds as if both sides were equally guilty. The term 
disguises the nature of what happened. We all know what happens in these 
so-called "clashes," because it has happened in thousands and thousands 
of instances over the years. Israeli soldiers don't go around looking for 
people with whom to "clash." Palestinian mobs hurling deadly rocks and 
firebombs attack Israeli soldiers. The soldiers then defend themselves and 
try to arrest the would-be murderers. That's not a "clash." That's 
Palestinian aggression and Israeli self-defense. 
  Call me naive, but I expect better from a veteran correspondent for a 
Jewish news agency. I'm not saying that I expect him to take Israel's side. 
Heaven forbid! I only expect him to be a responsible journalist. 
  Knowingly transforming a Palestinian terrorist into an innocent 
Palestinian civilian who was crushed to death by brutal Israelis, is not 
responsible journalism. It's advocacy. And that has no place in news 
reporting.    (IsraelNationalNews.com Jan 23) 
 

 
How Aid to Palestinians Hurts - Not Helps - the Peace Process 
By Asaf Romirowsky and Alexander H. Joffe 

Last week, the US announced its intention to delay a $65 million 
payment to UNRWA, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency. 
UNRWA is a UN agency specifically dedicated to providing Palestinians 
with aid. The Trump Administration will be withholding $65 million out 
of the US's total annual contribution of over $360 million. 

The responses to the US decision have been predictable. The 
Washington Post immediately sought out the Gazan on the street, who 
warned that “Any reduction of aid would be a death sentence for refugees 
in Gaza. The work is almost nonexistent. There are not enough jobs. 
Those who work for the Palestinian Authority receive only a stipend, and 
Hamas employees get a quarter of their salary.” 

And J Street called the mere threat of a funding freeze "incredibly 
dangerous, counterproductive and vindictive." 

With an annual budget of some $1.25 billion, UNRWA has thrived as 
the internationally funded health, education and welfare provider for 
Palestinian refugees. But the U.S. decision is not only courageous; it is a 
necessary first step in any resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. For 
UNRWA's patronage sustains two key factors that prolong the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict: the ideology of "refugees", and their ever-inflating 
numbers. 

The responses of J Street and the Gazan interviewed in the Post are in 
fact typical of the discourse around this issue. For many, Palestinians are 
refugees who must be sustained as welfare cases of the international 
community; this condition is central to Palestinian culture and identity. To 
those on the left who see things this way, any changes to this system 
would be disastrous. 

But culture is only one of the sources of political paralysis. The rest is 
institutional. UNRWA originally defined a Palestinian refugee as anyone 
whose "normal place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June 
1946 to 15 May 1948 and who lost both home and means of livelihood as 
a result of the 1948 conflict." This number, according to most historians, 
was about 700,000. 

But today's UNRWA definition is much more expansive. It includes 
under the definition of a refugee "the children or grandchildren of such 
refugees are eligible for agency assistance if they are (a) registered with 
UNRWA, (b) living in the area of UNRWA's operations, and (c) in need." 



This is how UNRWA can now claim there are over five million 
Palestinian refugees. 

It's not just the definition though which has made this number swell. 
Since its inception in 1950, UNRWA has worked against resettlement in 
Arab countries where Palestinians are located. It has done so by shifting its 
mission from refugee relief to education, unilaterally devising its own 
expanded definitions of who is a refugee and expanding its legal mandates 
to "protect" and represent refugees. 

In doing so UNRWA has helped ratify the perception that refugee 
status for Palestinians is central to their identity and culture, no matter 
where they are in the world, and that the international community must 
support them and their descendants in perpetuity. UNRWA's support for the 
Palestinian "right of return," in its educational system and in 
pronouncements from leadership, cements this, and fosters the fantasy that 
Israel, and the past 70 years, will magically be undone. 

Not only will Israel never cease to exist. But you can see how the 
skyrocketing number of refugees, coupled with the demand that they be 
resettled in Israel, makes UNRWA into a force that perpetuates – rather 
than solves – the Palestinian crisis. 

What UNRWA should be doing is putting political pressure on 
countries to integrate Palestinians, who have lived there for decades. This 
would be a better strategy than continuing to fund an agency solely 
designed to maintain them in limbo. And yet, UNRWA does the opposite. 
Despite the billions invested, and the existence of the Palestinian Authority 
(which itself receives close to $400 million annually from the US), there are 
ever more Palestinian "refugees." Only Jordan provides Palestinians with 
rights to work and own property; after almost 70 years, Palestinians are still 
subject to severe restrictions in Lebanon and Syria. 

In other words, UNRWA is perpetuating the Palestinian refugee 
problem in order to perpetuate itself. UNRWA's ever expanding role in the 
Palestinian economy can be measured through the number of its local 
employees. During the mid-1970s, UNRWA had 15,000 employees. 
UNRWA now has more than 30,000 employees, the largest of any United 
Nations organization, the vast majority of whom are Palestinians. 

For the US, other Western powers, and for Israel, UNRWA has been an 
investment in stability. For the Arab states, it was hardly an investment at 
all but rather a convenient weapon to use against the West, which allowed 
them to neglect and abuse Palestinians. And for the Palestinians themselves, 
it has been pivotal, not only for identity and culture, but also because it has 
allowed their own leadership to skirt responsibilities while receiving 
billions in Western aid. This is the tragic — indeed, criminal — aspect of 
political paralysis. 

Palestinians are educated and entrepreneurial. But they are cursed with 
incompetent and corrupt leaders whose fantasies, violence and rejectionism 
have been a disaster since the 1920s. 

Withholding a small amount of money from UNRWA should alert 
Palestinians that nothing lasts forever. Replacing their leaders is a vital next 
step to reforming the Palestinian Authority and making real progress 
towards creating a state that treats Palestinians with decency, not as 
refugees but as citizens, and which is capable of living in peace alongside 
Israel.   (Forward Jan 22) 
 

 
Customary Contempt for Democracy       By Amnon Lord 
 Facts instead of fiction – this is the only foundation for true peace. This 
is what U.S. Vice President Mike Pence said on Monday in the Knesset, 
and it is perhaps the axis point at the center of President Donald Trump's 
strategic policy revolution. The principle of telling the truth is the basis for 
all aspects of the Trump-Pence doctrine, not only regarding the Palestinians 
but the Iranians as well, and their approach to tyrannical regimes and 
belligerence toward friendly, democratic and peace-loving countries. It's no 
simple matter, because the previous president, Barack Obama, blurred the 
boundaries between history and false narratives; between democracy and 
terrorist dictatorships; between friend and foe. Which is why the effort by 
Trump and his vice president is no less than heroic, and the results after one 
year in office are positive, despite the crooked faces here and there. 
 All things considered, Pence's stopover and the crescendo in the 
Knesset have been far more exciting than what you would expect from a 
vice president's visit. After all, he isn't the president. We can look no further 
than previous Vice President Joe Biden's incident-laden visit eight years 
ago. But perhaps a lesson can be learned over there in the United States and 
other countries: Although you can generate bombastic headlines in the 
press, you will achieve very little of actual consequence by treating 
Jerusalem as your own backyard and displaying a lack of respect toward 
Israel. Case in point: Biden and German Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel. 
No one will remember you though. On the other hand, the people of Israel 
will remember Vice President Pence. What's surprising are the compliments 
and warm embrace Trump has received from Opposition Leader Isaac 
Herzog. The considerable salutations from Herzog include appreciation for 
the president's integrity. We can already assume that Herzog will be 
reprimanded in certain circles as more extreme than Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu. 
 From Netanyahu's perspective, his incredible trip to India last week 

melded perfectly with Pence's visit and created the stage for a week and a 
half of opportune media events. Over the course of Pence's three-day visit, 
Yesh Atid Chairman Yair Lapid wasn't mentioned. Zionist Union leader 
Avi Gabbay apparently found a hiding spot next to Isaac Herzog's wife, 
Michal. According to the media, the opposition to Pence's visit is being 
led by the likes of Joint Arab List MKs Jamal Zahalka and Aida Touma-
Sliman. Meanwhile, the cameras and headlines have been devoted to 
Netanyahu, Pence and President Reuven Rivlin, virtually without pause. 
 In contrast to Pence's opinion, however, the ugly display from Joint 
Arab List MKs does not indicate a lively and dynamic democracy. It was 
an act of sabotage against Israeli democracy. They exhibited nothing but 
contempt for all symbols of Israeli statehood, along with their scorn for 
democracy. The Arab MKs did not degrade the vice president, rather the 
Knesset and the capital of Israel. They have employed this strategy for 
many years now. Joint Arab List Chairman Ayman Odeh said before 
Pence's speech that he wanted pictures in The New York Times. Why? To 
embarrass Israel and for haters of Trump and Israel to be able to say: The 
Israeli parliament silences voices of "resistance."   (Israel Hayom Jan 23) 
 

 
Trump in the Middle East: Note Who Curses America, and Who 
Blesses It       By Yoram Hazony  

President Donald Trump has promised that in the Middle East under 
his presidency, “there are many things that can happen now that would 
never have happened before.” Two speeches of the last ten days offer 
dramatic confirmation of the emerging reconfiguration of America’s 
relationship with Israel and the Middle East under his leadership.  

In a two-hour speech before the Council of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization (PLO) last week, Mahmoud Abbas, president of the 
Palestinian Authority, denounced the British, Dutch, French, and 
Americans for having conspired, ever since the 1650s, to create a Jewish 
colonial outpost that would “erase the Palestinians from Palestine.” As 
Abbas tells it, all this reached a climax on the eve of World War I, when 
the West realized that it was on the verge of collapse and that the Islamic 
world was “poised to inherit European civilization.” To put an end to this 
threat, the Western nations went about carving up the Muslim world so 
that it would be forever “divided, backward, and engulfed in infighting.” 
As for the United States, it has been “playing games” of this sort ever 
since then, importing, for example, the disastrous Arab Spring into Middle 
East.  

Abbas summed up by demanding an apology and reparations from 
Britain for the Balfour Declaration and denying that the United States can 
serve as a mediator in the Mideast. Finally, he went to the trouble of 
cursing both President Trump and the U.S. Congress: Yehrab beitak 
(“May your house be razed”), he said.  

I have been following the speeches of the PLO and its supporters in 
the Arab world for 30 years. Nothing here is new. These are the same 
things that Yasser Arafat, Abbas, and the mainline PLO leadership have 
always believed. It is a worldview that reflects an abiding hatred for the 
West, blaming Christians and Jews not only for the founding of Israel but 
for every calamity that has befallen the Muslim and Arab world for 
centuries.  

What should be one’s policy toward an organization committed to 
such an ideology? One option is to sympathize with the shame and outrage 
to which the PLO gives voice, and to try to mitigate it with grants of 
territory, authority, prestige, and large-scale ongoing funding. American 
administrations have pursued this option, seeking to make a peace partner 
out of the PLO, since President Ronald Reagan announced a dialogue with 
it in December 1988. Israel, too, has pursued this option, since 1993.  

But in the ensuing 30 years of talk, the only major agreements signed 
have been those the PLO leadership could find a way to fit into its 
narrative: Agreements such as the 1993 Oslo Accords, which could be 
portrayed as inflicting a bitter defeat on Israel and the West — and as a 
step on the road to ultimate triumph.  

President Trump, Vice President Pence, and United Nations 
Ambassador Nikki Haley are pioneering an alternative policy, which can 
be summed up in Haley’s words: “We’re not going to pay to be abused.” 
If players like the PLO, North Korea, Pakistan, and Iran (hopefully, 
Turkey gets added to this list soon) want to cultivate a civilizational hatred 
of America, double-talking while they give aid to global terrorism and 
conjure diplomatic scandals at the U.N. — well, then they don’t get to be 
allies. They don’t get funded. They don’t get grants of land, authority, and 
prestige. Those things will be reserved for actual allies.  

What this looks like was already on display when Trump became the 
first serving U.S. president to visit the kotel (the Western Wall) in 
Jerusalem in May, shredding the longstanding diplomatic taboo against 
making it look as though the holiest site in Judaism is in fact part of the 
State of Israel. Since then, Trump and Haley have taken on UNESCO 
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) and the 
U.N. Commission on Human Rights, which regularly disseminate the 
PLO’s view of history and current affairs. The Trump administration has 
cut in half America’s massive financial support of UNRWA (the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 



East), an organization whose purpose is to maintain generations of 
unabsorbed descendants of Palestinian Arab refugees, inculcating them in 
Abbas-style grievances against Israel and the West.  

Mike Pence’s address on Monday to Israel’s parliament, the Knesset, 
continued this trajectory. But he also responded to Abbas’s history lesson 
with some tasteful but potent narrative-weaving of his own. In addition to 
the traditional script pointing to the shared interests of the United States and 
Israel as democracies, Pence emphasized that it was significant to him as an 
American that “our founders turned to the Hebrew Bible for direction” in 
establishing their country and that Israel’s story “inspired my forebears to 
create . . . a new birth of freedom.” He returned repeatedly to the way in 
which the story of the Jewish people holding fast to God’s promise to return 
them to their land “shows the power of faith.” Pence even said the 
traditional Jewish shehehianu blessing (in Hebrew!), thanking God for 
bringing us to see this day in which the Jewish people have been restored to 
their land.  

On policy, Pence said that Trump “righted a 70-year wrong” in 
recognizing Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, and that the U.S. embassy would 
be in the city “by the end of next year.” He promised Israel that “the United 
states will never allow Iran to acquire a nuclear weapon.” As for the PLO, 
Pence gave eloquent and persuasive voice to his country’s desire for peace. 
But his bottom line also marked a significant shift from previous American 
administrations: The U.S., Pence said, would support a PLO state “if both 
sides agree.” In other words, whether there will be such a state is Israel’s 
call to make. Which puts American policy light years away from the 
heyday of George W. Bush’s “road map,” and his breathy “vision of two 
democratic states, Israel and Palestine, living side by side in peace.”  

For a change, there was no daylight between the views Pence outlined 
in the Knesset and those of his Israeli hosts. Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu said that President Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem would go 
down in Jewish history together with the Balfour Declaration in 1917 and 
Truman’s recognition of Israel in 1948. Isaac Herzog (Labor), the leader of 
the opposition, pointed out that it is “the love of the Bible that connects us 
to one another.” Knesset Speaker Yuli Edelstein (Likud) spoke of the 
Jewish state “fulfilling the words of the prophets” and of “the United States, 
more than any other country in the world, as Israel’s faithful partner” in this 
effort.  

As for the curses that Abbas called down on President Trump’s house, 
the Israelis responded by blessing him: Netanyahu told Pence it is “our 
deepest hope that President Trump and you will succeed in strengthening 
the United States,…so that America will continue to be the greatest power 
in the world for generations to come.” And Edelstein said that from Israel 
he would only hear the blessing Bneh Beitcha (“May your house be built 
up”).  

There is no shortage of commentators saying that this embrace of Israel 
is only going to harm the prospects for peace in the Middle East. That view 
reflects the consensus in Washington before President Trump got there. For 
long decades, Washington has crafted policies based on the tacit 
assumption that America needs the PLO if it is to bring peace to the Middle 
East. In its effort to “balance” the demands of this extremist organization 
against Israel’s concerns, American policy inflated the PLO’s importance, 
and it learned to tolerate and even embrace an organization whose views 
have always been profoundly anti-Western, not to mention anti-Semitic.  

Meanwhile, the Biblical roots of America’s alliance with Israel have 
been consistently downplayed for fear that mentioning them would upset 
Arab sensibilities. Even so elementary a move as recognizing Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital, or cutting funding to chronically anti-Western and anti-
Semitic organizations, became unthinkable.  

These policies did not bring peace to the Middle East. But they severed 
the ties between American diplomacy in the region and common sense — 
to the point that more than a few U.S. officials ended up believing that not 
only the PLO, but even Iran, whose parliament regularly curses the United 
States, could be made a peace partner if it were paid handsomely enough. 
The Trump administration, on the other hand, appears to have good grasp of 
a principle that is under-rated but nonetheless quite useful in making sound 
policy: In the relations between nations, it matters who blesses you and who 
curses you.    (National Review Jan 22) 
 

 
Religion in the IDF          By Gershon Hacohen 

There has been a notable increase in kippa-wearers among IDF combat 
soldiers and commanders in recent years, a phenomenon that is 
considerably affecting the atmosphere in the units. The growing opposition 
to the kippot is not, however, what drives the struggle against 
religionization. It is, rather, the fear of losing the military’s character as a 
national public space. 
 According to the liberal outlook of those leading the struggle, a national 
space means a secular space — or at least one that is neutral with regard to 
religion. A public expression of “religious-Jewish” themes in the 
“professional” military conversation, and in the space that is supposed to 
contain a multicultural variety of opinion, is considered a violation of rules. 
Here, in a nutshell, is the explanation for the wave of criticism that arose 
when, during Operation Protective Edge in the summer of 2014, Givati 

brigade commander Ofer Winter sent a dispatch to his subordinates that 
included religious motifs. 
 In his book The Divine Commander (in Hebrew), Yagil Levy clarified 
the complaint by comparing two kippa-wearers who commanded elite 
combat brigades: Winter, the Givati brigade commander, and Eliezer 
Toledano, commander of the paratroopers’ brigade. Winter is a kippa-
wearer who brings his God to his professional work; Toledano is a kippa-
wearer who maintains a separation between his religious and professional 
identities. Levy interprets Winter’s statements as “an attempt to give 
religious meaning to the military task … and particularly an attempt to 
impart this meaning to all of the soldiers.” Conversely, he presents 
Toledano as exemplary: “He gave the campaign a broad meaning of 
protecting the lives of the citizens, a meaning that is not religious and 
comports with the military’s significance as a state institution.” 
 For Levy, these two commanders exemplify “the distinction between 
an officer for whom religion shapes his professional identity, and an 
officer who is a kippa-wearer but for whom religion plays a secondary role 
in shaping his professional identity.” 

Winter and Toledano may not in fact be so different from each other. 
Certainly, the difference could be limited to the fact that Toledano, unlike 
Winter, was sufficiently attentive to the code of Levy and his friends. 
Nevertheless, Levy’s distinction is essentially correct and important: more 
than between kippa-wearing officers and secular officers, it is a distinction 
between officers — or public servants — who bring their God to work 
with them, and those who supposedly manage to keep their God and their 
faith inside the private sphere or the synagogue. 
 The criticism leveled by Levy obeys dictates that have prevailed since 
the French Revolution: a public servant must maintain a strict separation 
between his professional expertise and his religion and faith; otherwise, he 
will be suspected of a conflict of interest and dual loyalty. And indeed, 
since the Emancipation of Western Europe, even religious Jews have 
managed to adjust to this demand. Many kippa-wearers agree with Levy’s 
criticism of Winter’s breach of the rules. 
 Interestingly, it was none other than Israel’s founding father David 
Ben-Gurion, who did not wear a kippa, and who took all of his Jewish 
faith with him into his public, governmental work. For example, in April 
1948, as the War of Independence ranged, he explained in a speech to the 
Zionist Executive Committee why he was focusing the main military 
effort on Jerusalem: “That oath by the rivers of Babylon is as binding 
today as it was in those days; otherwise we will not be worthy of the name 
Am Yisrael [the people of Israel].” “That oath,” as everyone then 
understood, was, “If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget 
her cunning.” Responsible for running a war at that fateful hour, Ben-
Gurion — as a Jewish leader — dared to link four dimensions: the 
national, the religious, the military and the political. It appears that 
nowadays, with his biblical rhetoric and operational approach, Ben-Gurion 
would be denounced, along with Winter, as an instigator of 
religionization. 
 From this perspective, Winter’s refusal to comply with the 
fundamental tenets of the modern order is defensible. French sociologist 
Bruno Latour’s far-reaching critique of modernity and its governmental 
practices (We Have Never Been Modern) exposes these practices as a 
baseless illusion. 
 Beyond the claim that the liberal order is required for proper political 
functioning, it is argued that, in Israel, most of the population is secular 
and wants a public space with a secular character. Soldiers’ participation 
in prayer before a battle is then seen as a religionization ploy that exploits 
the soldiers’ anxiety. It is difficult, however, to deny the existence of an 
authentic need for prayer even among soldiers who are not “standard 
religious people” when prayer is familiar to them from their homes. 
 Israeli sociologists agree that “secular Jews are the majority of Israeli 
society.” They classify the large group defined as “traditional” as a kind of 
secular Jewish group — “secular lite.” Yet, based on the same data, one 
can draw a contrasting conclusion. If we merely change the point of 
departure for the religious-secular distinction — if we agree that not 
everyone who drives on Shabbat is necessarily secular — we can assert 
that the majority of Israeli Jewish society is religious and traditional. 
Then, it is those who are strongly secular who are the minority group. 
 A plethora of intensifying struggles converge in one main struggle: 
namely, over the nature of the public space in Israel as a Jewish state. That 
is precisely the controversy: not only who constitutes the majority and 
what characterizes its identity, but also what sort of public space it wants. 
 This is the context within which to understand, for example, the 
struggle over the curricula in state schools. The state school in Israel, 
however, is first of all a Jewish school and not necessarily a secular one. 
The fact that parents choose to send their child to a state school does not 
warrant an assumption that they desire a secular education for that child. It 
appears that the Labor Party’s new leader, Avi Gabbay, with his 
sensitivity to the Israeli majority that is characterized as traditional, grasps 
these points. Hence it may be that those leading the struggle against 
religionization represent a minority view — one that has weight, but is 
marginal compared to the desire of the majority, which is at least partially 
obscured from view.    (Algemeiner Jan 23) 


