Israel at a Moral Low Point - and Silence Is No Less Dangerous Than Violence
| Nachman Shai

When a nun is attacked and humiliated in broad daylight, and when a minister
proudly displays a cake decorated with a noose, | hope and pray that the next
elections will also focus on the fundamental values of Judaism: morality, justice,
and the belief that all human beings are created in the image of God.

| apologize in advance. This time | will not write about politics, nor about the
military and security affairs. True, they stand at the center of our lives and
everything there is turbulent and intense, but | want to go somewhere else - to
ourselves, to our “credo,” as Jews, simply Jews.

Backin 1997, arising leader - young, handsome, and highly ambitious - named
Benjamin Netanyahu went to visit an elderly rabbi, revered by many and
respected across political camps, what is known as a “kabbalist”: Rabbi Yitzhak
Kaduri. Netanyahu, during his first term as Prime Minister, came to see him on
the occasion of the rabbi’s birthday. According to Netanyahu, they both shared
the same birthday (though, incidentally, Kaduri’s actual birth date remained
unknown, just as his exact age was never truly known).

During the celebrations, Netanyahu was recorded whispering into the rabbi’s
ear: “The leftists have forgotten what it means to be Jews. They think that if we
give the Arabs part of the land, they will take care of us.” The remarks caused a
major uproar. If you will, this was the essence of Israeli politics distilled into a
few sharp sentences: the Left that had “forgotten how to be Jewish,” and the
Left that supposedly wanted to entrust security to the Arabs. Thirty years have
passed since then, a new election campaign looms in the background, and the
same statements - and the same issue - remain with us.

But | want to focus on the question of “Who is a Jew?” Not the controversial
legal definition, but rather the essence of Jewish identity. This week we were
given two images that spoke louder than thousands of words. In one video,
filmed in Jerusalem’s Old City, a Jew runs toward a nun, knocks her to the
ground, and then, as she lies there helpless, makes sure to inflict further harm by
kicking her again.

The second image: the Minister of National Security - the man responsible for
internal security in Israel at a time when internal security is at one of its lowest
points - celebrates a milestone birthday and, for the first time before the
cameras, reveals the cake prepared for the occasion. It is a cake shaped like a
hangman’s noose, the trademark symbol of Ben-Gvir and his party, and written
on it in chocolate letters are the words: “Sometimes dreams come true.”



We have apparently grown accustomed to this and learned to live with it - like
the unfortunate frog slowly heated over a fire, each time being told, “It's only a
little warmer, it's not a problem.” In the end, of course, it was completely burned
and died. That is what happens when people become too accustomed - and we
have become accustomed to viewing the “other” (Christian, Muslim, Arab, or
anyone different) as hostile or as an enemy.

| looked at the images that made waves - far too little in Israel and far more
abroad - and | waited. | waited for a response from the Prime Minister, from his
ministers, from the country’s spiritual leaders (the Chief Rabbis, perhaps?), and
maybe from professors and academics, if they had not already grown weary.
And what about writers and artists, and the broader public - how do they feel
under these circumstances? But the incidents simply came and went, aside from
a few remarks by politicians looking for newspaper headlines.

True, the Foreign Minister said a few words about the attack on the nunin
Jerusalem and tried to explain it away. Of course, it is difficult to justify such
attacks, including the ban imposed on the Latin Archbishop of Jerusalem from
entering the Church of the Holy Sepulchre on Palm Sunday - a ban that enraged
both the Vatican and the Italian government, and led the Prime Minister to
declare that “Israel is a safe place for Christians.” Not exactly true, judging by
the images that were published.

Light unto the Nations, we once said?

We are at a moral low point on our ethical scale. | struggle to recall similar
events that portray the new face of the State of Israel with such painful
precision. Two and a half years of war, of unending violence, of images of battle,
destruction, and bloodshed have dulled our senses.

At times like these, | usually return to our founding principles - this is my refuge.
| turn to the Declaration of Independence, the founding document of the State
of Israel, our pledge not only to ourselves but also to the international
community: what we aspire to be and what we seek to achieve in our country,
established at that very moment, on May 15, 1948.

Here we are, the Jewish people, who “created cultural treasures of both
national and universal value and gave the eternal Book of Books to all
humanity.” Here we are, the State of Israel, which “will be founded on the
principles of freedom, justice, and peace in the spirit of the prophets of Israel...
will ensure complete equality of social and political rights... will guarantee
freedom of religion... and will safeguard the Holy Places.” What more must
happen for us to remember that these are the foundations upon which our
national home was built - and that now, before our very eyes, it is gradually
being destroyed?



We live in a country where death has become a way of life. It is a harsh reality,
one that has partly been forced upon us, but we have learned to cope with it. Yet
nowhere and under no circumstances should we forget or abandon our
fundamental values, because all human beings are created in the image of God.
This is our obligation and the essence of our faith: that Jews are called upon to
be different. A light unto the nations, we once said?

Facing a world that accuses us of genocide, while continuing to cultivate
antisemitism that has existed for centuries, we are meant to stand apart - as
people who behave differently, act differently, and believe in the values that
guided us throughout our long history and became the secret of Jewish survival.
We never gave them up. And yet ‘dafka, here, in Israeli reality, in our own
independent state, this evil suddenly emerges and takes hold of us.

To Be Strong - and Just

There will be elections soon. The date has not yet been set, but certainly within
the next six months. Each political camp will try to dictate the central issues
around which the campaign will revolve. Naturally, October 7 will be at the
center, and much time will be devoted to questions of security and everything
that stems from them, as well as to the economy and society.

Our task - those of us who still care - is to ensure that these elections will also be
about the fundamental, enduring, and unchanging values of the State of Israel.
About our belief that to be Israeli and to be Jewish means that we have a special
mission in this world. That is why we came here, in every sense of the phrase,
and that is why we are here. The founders of the state merely anchored these
commitments in the Declaration of Independence and in the legislation that
followed it.

This is the independent, sovereign State of Israel. Therefore, we must struggle
not only to be strong, but also to be just. Not only to wield power, but also to
exercise judgment, caution, responsibility, and moral commitment. Our strength
is worthless if it is not backed by morality, legitimacy, and justice. We are not
North Korea.

That is why | hope that when the election campaigns are launched, there will be
political forces in Israel willing to confront the question of what kind of Israel we
want to live in, and what should define its existence and its values.

| thought | would end here, but then Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich came
along and helped me. He was asked about a new moral hierarchy | had never
encountered before: “What is worse - the national disaster of October 7, or a
government supported by Arabs?” Smotrich had no doubts. The disaster of
October 7, he said, was merely a “tactical failure.” A coalition with Arabs, in his



view, is the truly grave act. | read this and realized that those images were not
exceptions - they were the rule.
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