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A NOTE ON LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

We welcome your responses to our articles. Send letters to the editor to letters@tikkun.org. 

Please remember, however, not to attribute to Tikkun views other than those expressed in our 

editorials. We email, post, and print many articles with which we have strong disagreements 

because that is what makes Tikkun a location for a true diversity of ideas. Tikkun reserves the 

right to edit your letters to fi t available space in the magazine. 

Readers Respond

LETTERS

We receive many more letters than we can 
print! Visit tikkun.org/letters to read more.

MORE LETTERS
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STOP BLAMING ISRAEL
Michael Lerner’s article on “What’s Next for 
Israel/Palestine” in this Fall 2015 issue of Tik-
kun ignores the simple fact that it takes two 
to tango. Unfortunately, the two dancers in 
this case (Abbas and Netanyahu) are equally 
uninterested in actually arriving at a two- 
state solution. To place all the blame for this 
tragedy at the feet of the Israeli government is 
both immoral and counterproductive. Michael 
Lerner and those who agree with him are not 
part of the solution but part of the problem. 
The simple reason for the nonexistence of 
a Palestinian state is that the Palestinian 
national movement appears to be uninterested 
in having a state.

The various organs of the pro- Palestinian 
movement are busy proving that they are 
not interested in the welfare of Palestinians 
as much as they are interested in destroying 
Israel — otherwise, there would be marches, 
demonstrations, sit- ins, and the like protest-
ing the murder of Palestinians in the Yarmouk 
refugee camp. Apparently, Arabs are allowed 
to kill Arabs without arousing the ire of any-
one in the “progressive” camp.
 — Menachem Kellner, Haifa, Israel

THE ISRAELI ELECTIONS
My friends and I have often lamented that we 
in the United States don’t have a parliamen-
tary government, which on paper seems more 
democratic. Viewing the recent Israeli election 
from this perspective brings a creeping fear 
that the Rush Limbaugh ditto- heads would be 
part of a “moderate” faction in any U.S. par-
liament as the real farther- out crazies of our 
right would create small bands of ideological 
tribes bent on forming power cults demanding 
death to abortionists, death to Iran, death to 
. . . well, you get the picture. The lesser of two 
evils? Well, maybe the lesser of many evils is 

the modern conundrum. Good luck, Israel! I’d 
pray for you if I were religious.
 — John Balawejder, Santa Cruz, CA

INSIGHTS FROM KABBALAH
I am a new subscriber to Tikkun magazine. I 
must say that since I received my fi rst issue in 
Spring 2015, my heart has been leaping with 
joy. The space that Tikkun is holding for the 
world is one of many pillars that support the 
totality of all life. But while your articles often 
discuss the consciousness of love and con-
nectedness that we must attain in order to live 
fully as one, they rarely mention how we are to 
develop this consciousness. I suggest that you 
consider the writing of Rabbi Michael Lait-
man, who explains that Kabbalah teaches us 
that we are destroying ourselves and others 
because we have not learned to master the bal-
ance of receiving and giving, or bestowal. He 
argues that we must learn to receive in a way 
that supports all of life. We must receive for 
the sake of one; only in doing so in this manner 
do we give. We struggle as a society because we 
have been conditioned to receive only for the 
sake of self. The only way to wake up from the 
coma of being overly concerned with oneself is 
to develop a second pair of senses to feel and 
know complete connection with others. 
 — Michael Tucker, Tucson, AZ 

DYING WITH DIGNITY
I have a yahrtzeit candle lit today in honor of 
my husband, Alan Alberts. He died two years 
ago today,  when he decided to voluntarily stop 
eating and drinking (VSED) so that he would 
not have to live into the late stages of Alzheim-
er’s disease. He was in the middle stages of 
Alzheimer’s when he did this, and he was still 
mentally competent. VSED is a legal choice. 
The U.S. Supreme Court has asserted that 
anyone has the right to refuse food and water. 

Alan had a kind and competent doctor and 
twenty- four- hour caregivers to support him 
through this process. It took him nine- and- 
a- half days to die. We learned about VSED 
from a volunteer chaplain for Compassion 
and Choices of Washington. It took months 
for Alan to decide that this was the most com-
passionate thing he could do for himself. He 
identifi ed a marker so that he would know 
when it was time to start the VSED process. 
He had to VSED while mentally competent so 
that he would remember what he was doing. 
Two weeks before he started this process, he 
told me: “I’m not afraid of dying. I’ve lived a 
good life. But I want everyone to know about 
VSED.” 

Until there is a cure for Alzheimer’s, please 
publish this letter so others know that it is a 
legal choice to stop eating and drinking rather 
than live into the late stages of Alzheimer’s 
disease. My husband had a good life and a 
peaceful death. He died one month shy of 
seventy- seven years. My support of my hus-
band through his process of dying peacefully 
and consciously was my biggest act of love.

I gave a TEDx talk about the fi ve choices 
my husband made leading up to his decision 
to VSED. Google “Phyllis Shacter Not Here By 
Choice” to view it.
 — Phyllis Shacter, Bellingham, WA

editor michael lerner responds:
Tikkun’s former publishers, Trish and George 
Vradenburg, are now leading an organization 
called USAgainstAlzheimer’s. Part of their 
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focus is to spread awareness and information 
about the disease and the issues facing those 
with Alzheimer’s and their caregivers. Another 
part of their focus is to ask all of us to demand 
that anyone who is running for Congress, 
seeking a presidential nomination, or running 
for president absolutely commit to dramati-
cally escalating the amount of research money 
available to pursue paths for prevention and 
treatment of this horrible disease. Please join 
this effort. See usagainstalzheimers.org.

Tikkun magazine is . . .
. . . a vehicle for spreading a new consciousness. We call it a spiritual progressive 
worldview. But what is that?

What Do You Mean by “Spiritual”?
You can be spiritual and still be an atheist or agnostic. To be spiritual, you don’t 
have to believe in God or accept New Age versions of spirituality. You don’t 
need to give up science or your critical faculties. We use the word “spiritual” to 
describe all aspects of reality that cannot be subject to empirical verifi cation or 
measurement: everything pertaining to ethics, aesthetics, music, art, philosophy, 
religion, poetry, literature, dance, love, generosity, and joy. We reject the notion 
that everything worthy of consideration to guide our personal lives and our 
economic and political arrangements must be measurable. 

What’s a Spiritual Progressive?
To be a spiritual progressive is to agree that our public institutions, corporations, 
government policies, laws, education system, health care system, legal system, 
and even many aspects of our personal lives should be judged “effi cient, rational, 
or productive” to the extent that they maximize love, caring, generosity, and ethi-
cal and environmentally sustainable behavior. We call this our New Bottom Line.

Spiritual progressives seek to build “The Caring Society: Caring for Each 
Other and Caring for the Earth.” Our well-being depends upon the well-being of 
everyone else and also on the well-being of the planet itself. So we commit to an 
ethos of generosity, nonviolence, and radical amazement at the grandeur of all 
that is, and seek to build a global awareness of the unity of all being.
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a spiritual progressive. And if you are a spiritual progressive, we invite you to join 
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In many ways these on- the- ground campaigns, projects, 
and movements are the pulsing heart of the left: they are the 
messy and persistent efforts to effect change in practice. But 
they are often undermined by their resistance to engaging 
with the intellectual discussions taking part in the other sec-
tor of the left. A mistrust of intellectual discussion and an 
embrace of the imperative to “lead with your heart, not your 
head” can end up diminishing the effectiveness of some of 
these movements.

Anti- Intellectualism on the Left
Anti- intellectualism has deep roots in American culture. 
The dumbing- down of political discourse in our country is 
not primarily the fault of the left but of our dominant cul-
ture. The oversimplification of political discourse serves the 
interests of the powerful in an obvious way: the less people 
explore political ideas that might lead them to challenge the 
status quo, the easier it is to get them to accept the existing 
structures of economic, political, and social domination. And 
this dilution has been greatly facilitated first by the rise of 
television, starting in the 1950s, and more recently by the 
rise of the internet and mobile technologies, which generate 
a culture of texting and tweeting that eschews nuance and 
embraces short takes and simplistic slogans.

The dumbing- down of political discourse is massively re-
inforced by the anti- intellectualism that young people take 
away from our schools, colleges, and universities. Our educa-
tion system tends to feed us a deeply embedded worldview of 
individualism, materialism, and selfishness that serves the 
status quo. Our schools teach us that wars, inequality, domi-
nation of the many by the few, competition, and unrestrained 
self- interest are inevitable realities. Gradually we learn that 

In the fifty- one years that I’ve been involved in  
social change activism, I’ve been impressed with the eth-
ical seriousness, creativity, courage, and energy that so 
many people bring to their engagement in social change 

activities.
 And yet, at the same time, I’ve also been discouraged by 
some of the ideas that commonly emerge in activist move-
ments — ideas that often severely limit the impact that they 
could have.

There really are two largely separate lefts in the United 
States. First there is the left of the magazines and books and 
universities. Many of the authors and academics who com-
pose that group have developed sophisticated critiques of 
American society, but Western capitalism has found many 
ways to ensure that these critiques never reach the vast  
majority of Americans. As a result, the critical perspectives 
on American society generated within this arena only reach 
a small, elite group of readers and people who participate in 
the left culture surrounding a handful of major universities.

Second there is the left constituted by the millions of  
activists engaged in social change activities. Although some 
of these activists also read the discussions of the academic or 
intellectual left, most do not. They are the people who can-
vas for liberal and progressive candidates in the Democratic 
Party or the Green Party, engage in labor organizing, par-
ticipate in mass demonstrations for peace, engage in local 
campaigns to stop fracking, challenge police violence, and 
rally for a higher minimum wage. They are the people who 
participate in the Occupy Wall Street movement, the Black 
Lives Matter movement, the immigration rights movement, 
human rights campaigns, and other struggles to oppose sex-
ism, racism, homophobia, and xenophobia. 

EDITORIAL BY R ABBI  MICHAEL LERNER

Left- Wing Follies
The Self- Defeating Ideas That Hold Activists Back 
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Currently, many schools produce anti- intellectual gradu-
ates by neglecting to show students how learning can connect 
with their own yearning for meaning and purpose in their 
lives. Since this disconnect often starts in elementary school, 
many teens have already developed such antipathy for learn-
ing that by the time they get to high school they find it hard 
to concentrate on schoolwork or creatively engage with the  
material being presented to them. Those who remain capable 
of functioning at a college level are all too often those who 
have been scared into believing that their ability to survive 
in this world is dependent on mastering materials that they 
care little about personally but that they feel will help them 
in their search for employment. So increasingly they take 
courses in economics, business, and various practical tech-

nologies so that they will have skills 
sought by potential employers or 
professional schools. Their interest 
in ideas has been narrowed to what 
is useful for their material success.

Challenging  
Common Sense
Given the general alienation from 
intellectual life that pervades our 
society, it’s no surprise that when 
many people enter social change 
movements, they bring with them a 
derisive attitude toward social the-
ory and the sometimes academic- 
sounding language of critical self-  
reflection.

For example, when asked to describe how the current 
plans of a given movement are connected to its stated goals,  
to explore why they believe that their strategy will work, to 
reflect on why past efforts have succeeded or failed, or to  
define what will count as success or failure, a significant 
number of activists respond by shouting down or ridiculing 
the person asking the question. I have heard endless stories 
of activists denouncing each other for being “too much in 
their heads,” as though ideas were necessarily counterposed 
to feelings in a zero- sum game. In my psychotherapy practice 
and while counseling people in my own synagogue, I have 
often heard clients say this dynamic is a major factor pre-
venting them from taking part in social movements.

This is more of a problem for the left than for the right 
because the right doesn’t need to engage in creative and self- 
reflective discussions about how to create new definitions of 
success or failure. Rather, the right simply builds upon ideas 
that have been commonly accepted in our culture for the past 
several hundred years: time is money; success means having 
more money, power, fame, or sexual conquests; institutions, 
policies, and actions should be lauded as efficient, rational, 

any ideas that challenge the reigning worldview of competi-
tion and militarism are utopian illusions that we must aban-
don in order to be considered sophisticated and intellectually 
respectable.

Much, though not all, of American education provides stu-
dents with a narrow set of skills or techniques to help them fit 
in and find jobs, while guiding them away from thinking cre-
atively outside the boxes that will lead to gainful employment. 
It does not encourage them to develop the capacity to look 
critically at what is and to imagine what could be. Moreover, it 
delivers an experience of intellectual life that is mostly divorced  
from ethical, spiritual, or psychological understanding.

Students often intuitively know something is wrong with 
their education. Even when they feel they are being offered 
high- caliber intellectual training, 
they know in their bones that the 
assumptions undergirding their 
schools’ curricular and pedagogical 
priorities are deeply misguided. It’s 
useful to teach basic arithmetic and 
algebra to everyone, but why should 
trigonometry or calculus get higher 
priority than courses on organizing 
people for democratic participa-
tion, building an economy based on 
equality, or growing food in accor-
dance with the principles of perma-
culture? Why should we be prioritiz-
ing funding for science classes above 
all else unless they are taught in a 
way that encourages students to de-
velop a sense of awe and wonder at 
the miracles that surround us, rather than in a way that dead-
ens students’ enthusiasm and brews resentment about having 
to memorize facts, theorems, and supposed laws of nature?

I’m all for having electives in physics and chemistry, along 
with electives in music and art history, but when students 
experience education as largely dominated by an impera-
tive to memorize facts, they quickly develop a skeptical view 
of learning itself. For this reason, history classes can have 
power ful effects if they demonstrate how the past illumi-
nates the present or how people can change things in their 
world, but history is intellectually stultifying when framed as 
an abstract accumulation of facts.

Colleges should require students to learn generosity, em-
pathy, compassion, nonviolent behavior and communication, 
and the capacity to see other human beings as embodiments 
of the sacred. Why not require advanced empathy rather than 
advanced chemistry? What if every fourth- grade student 
were assigned a first- grade student to mentor, and mentoring 
were part of every grade level until high school graduation? 
We could reward empathy and nurturance by giving the best 
mentors priority in college admissions and scholarships.

‘‘Activists often put 
each other down for 

getting “too into their 
heads”— unconsciously 

affirming American 
anti-intellectualism, 

which is crippling  
to the left.
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from ourselves and others and how this alienation repro-
duces an oppressive social reality. A successful transfor-
mative movement will help us all understand that “human  
nature” can be changed and that we can all get past the stuck 
places that are preventing us from agitating for change and 
treating one another with empathy.

Exercise, meditation, spiritual practices, and psychother-
apy can all be very helpful, but we also need to develop other 
practices to strengthen our capacity to resist capitulation to a 
world of oppression and environmental destruction. We have 
to learn to discern between messages from our hearts that 
are hurtful and messages that are revolutionary. Our ethi-
cal and spiritual health requires outrage at injustice — but 
it also requires us to feel connected to the well- being of  
everyone else on the planet. To resist capitulation to the sta-

tus quo, we need to develop both 
empathy and intellectual skills so 
that we can analyze and reject the 
multiple ways that movies, novels, 
television shows, newspapers, and 
the assumptions that govern our 
workplaces and social institutions 
all make us feel alone and unable to 
imagine a different kind of world. 
Anti- intellectualism is one factor 
that prevents many of us from join-
ing with others regularly to form a 

reading group to discuss methods for resisting the worldview 
of the status quo. So please challenge anti- intellectualism 
whenever you hear it being articulated.

When we make progress in letting go of all the stale ideas 
that were inculcated into us, we can get closer to the pure  
innocence and goodness that is the birthright of every 
human being on this planet. Our hearts and our heads can 
work together to heal the world. But to distinguish between 
the goodness within us and the destructive ideas within us 
that were created by violent external forces is a process that 
takes hard work, support from others, and the active use of 
intellect. A movement that can’t think critically has little 
chance of unweaving the massive distortions and evils of the 
contemporary world. 

and productive to the extent that they generate more money 
and power (what we call “the old bottom line”); and don’t 
hold on to childish fantasies — be realistic and accept the 
world as it is, rather than dream about how the world could 
be repaired or transformed. Given that these ideas are  
already in our minds, it doesn’t take much more than a few 
words for right- wing activists to elicit them and bring them 
to mind as common sense.

If, however, you want to question these ideas or present 
fundamentally different ones, you may have to spend a lot 
of time helping people move into a new frame of reference. 
It takes hard work to convince others that getting the best 
deal on imported clothes, furniture, appliances, or other 
items at Costco and Target and Wal- Mart is directly tied 
to the impoverishment of people in the developing world. It 
takes hard work to convince others 
that voting for the “lesser evil” in 
an election guarantees that we will 
never get candidates who are will-
ing to change oppressive policies 
and challenge the top 1 percent of 
wealthy people in the country. And 
it takes hard work to draw others 
into a serious conversation about 
how to channel the outpouring of 
righteous indignation expressed at 
demonstrations into a long- term 
strategy to win the political power necessary to make lasting 
changes. That conversation can’t be had through tweets or 
through three- minute talks at a mass rally.

Acting With Our Heads and Hearts
As a therapist and as a rabbi I’ve often encouraged people 
to get more deeply in touch with their feelings. But I’ve also 
learned that our feelings are not a direct path to becoming 
the most holy, spiritual, or ethical beings that we want to be. 
Our feelings, like our ideas, are often shaped by our families 
of origin or our unconscious rebellion against them. Our feel-
ings are shaped by the experiences we have growing up in a 
competitive, patriarchal, materialistic, and power- oriented 
society. They are also shaped by the mass media and our 
daily experiences in the world of work. As a result, when we 
are asked to speak from the heart, we are not always able to 
do so, because when we try to access our hearts, we instead 
access a kind of emotional scar tissue: a knobby mass of emo-
tions composed of what we have been rewarded for thinking 
or feeling. To rediscover the deepest truths of our hearts, we 
must undo much of this conditioning. To do so often requires 
the help of therapists, spiritual communities, and intelligent 
social change activists.

What’s missing in our social change movements is a real 
link between the head and the heart. We need to publicly 
analyze not just the economic system but also our alienation 

‘‘What’s missing in 
our social change 

movements is a real link 
between the head and 

the heart.

Create a Monthly Reading Group
Tikkun articles are exciting and provocative. But it’s hard 
to squeeze every drop from them without having the 
opportunity to discuss them with others who share your 
desire to heal and transform this world. That’s why we want 
to invite you to start a monthly study group. Invite friends, 
co-workers, professionals you know, or people from your 
civic, political, or religious organizations. For information 
on the forms of support available to readers who want to 
create such a group, contact leila@tikkun.org.
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AN APOLOGY

Dear Friends of Tikkun and the Network of Spiritual Progressives,

I apologize for the drawing that accompanies my 
editorial in the Summer 2015 issue of Tikkun, “War With 
Iran: The Disastrous Aim of Israel and the Republicans,” 
in which I critique Netanyahu and his allies in Israel and 

in the American Jewish community, who are opposing the 
nuclear deal with Iran. The drawing depicts U.S. and Ira-
nian diplomats negotiating at a table. Under the platform on 
which the negotiators sit, a figure representing Congress is 
sawing away and will likely soon succeed in defeating the 
attempt to find a peaceful way to prevent Iran from develop-
ing nuclear weapons. All fine and appropriate. But then in 
the hands of that figure representing Congress is a sack of 
money with a Jewish star on it. I can’t remember seeing that 
when I was shown a much smaller version of this drawing 
and approved it, but when I saw it next to my editorial I was 
shocked and deeply upset.

The implication of that drawing is that somehow it is Jew-
ish money that is bribing Congress to oppose the deal: a little 
figure on the side looking like a duck says, “The best Congress 
that money can buy,” which in the context of the money bag 
with a Jewish star seems to indicate that Jewish money is 
behind the whole problem. To me, this is reviving an ancient 
and distorted anti-Semitic trope that I detest: that Jews have 
all the money and that they use it for nefarious purposes. 

In this very same issue of Tikkun, placed in one of the 
most highly visible places (inside the front cover), I wrote a 
statement titled, “Anti-Semitism is Always Wrong.” There, 
I explain why criticism of Israeli policies and the policies 
of right-wing American Jews is appropriate, but it is inap-
propriate to blame the entire Jewish people for these ethical 
errors, and doing so is racist and unacceptable. So imagine 
my dismay when I saw this drawing — for me it evokes Nazi 
propaganda against Jews. 

The overwhelming political and financial support for 
most electoral candidates who give blind support to Israel’s 
West Bank settlements or militarist policies comes from the 
Christian Zionists and other right-wing Christians, not from 
Jews. There are an estimated 30 million Christian Zionists, 

and they play an important role in shaping the dynamics 
of the Republican Party and the Christian Right. It is these 
Christian forces that help elect a right-wing-dominated Con-
gress, not Jewish voters who mostly vote for candidates that 
support liberal measures to help the poor, oppose racism, 
and fight for human rights and civil liberties (and who voted 
overwhelmingly for Democrats in the 2014 elections — if 
other groups voted like Jews we’d have an overwhelmingly 
liberal Democratic Congress). Moreover, several Jewish or-
ganizations and groups of rabbis supported the nuclear deal 
with Iran. AIPAC and sections of the leadership of the orga-
nized Jewish community and Christian Zionist groups and 
non-Jewish hawks must together share the blame for unethi-
cal U.S.-Israeli policies in Palestine and for their campaign 
to reject the nuclear deal — not the Jewish people as a whole. 

We at Tikkun raised money and bought a full-page ad in 
the New York Times in which we proudly spoke on behalf 
of many American Jews and our non-Jewish allies in saying 
“No, Mr. Netanyahu, you do not speak for American Jews —  
and no, we don’t support the path you suggest which would 
lead to a war with Iran.” Tikkun and the NSP, our educa-
tional and consciousness-raising arm, are the voice of pro-
gressive Jews and progressive Christians, Buddhists, Mus-
lims, Hindus, and secular humanists who seek “the Caring 
Society — Caring for Each Other, Caring for the Earth.” 

With your support, we will continue to advocate for a 
world based on generosity, environmental sanity, love, kind-
ness, empathy, peace, economic justice, and awe and wonder 
at the grandeur of the universe.  

Rabbi Michael Lerner
Editor of Tikkun magazine 

P.S. — Please feel invited to send me a “Letter to the Editor” 
either critiquing or praising articles in the magazine or on 
our website www.tikkun.org. Send to: RabbiLerner.tikkun 
@gmail.com (If we publish your letters, we may edit them 
for length). 
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E arly in the evening on February 10, the newsfeed 
alerts on everybody’s phones suddenly began beep-
ing and chiming with a breaking story: Jon Stewart 
was leaving The Daily Show. I happened to be within 

watching range of a TV at the time, so I turned it on and 
it seemed like every station was announcing the news. Jon 
Stewart, Jon Stewart, Jon Stewart. They were running clips 
from the early days of the show; pundits were pontificating. 
It was a whole thing. And then it came time for The Daily 
Show itself . . . the one where he was going to make this  
announcement. Or, rather, the one where he had already 
made this announcement to the live studio audience several 
hours earlier.

That live studio audience had spread the news after the 
taping, the networks had picked it up, and by the time the 
show actually aired, the entire TV- watching public already 
knew. Now Jon Stewart, being the media- savvy fellow that 
he is, had guessed in advance that this would happen. And 
so when The Daily Show began that day, he looked into the 
camera and said to the TV audience, “You probably know 
things these people [in the studio] don’t know yet, which is a 
twist on things but — we’ll get there.”

Maybe if I were a regular TV watcher I wouldn’t have 
found this as completely mind blowing as I did. But Jon 
Stewart was speaking to an audience of the future — one that 
didn’t exist yet — one that would know something and be  
affected by something that, at the moment he said those 
words in the present tense, affected no one. At that moment, 
there was no TV audience that already knew “some stuff that 
these folks here in the studio” didn’t. But he knew that they 
would know and so he was addressing them in their future 
state. And he said, “We’ll get to it. We’ll get there.”

When you think about it, that’s really how time and life 
work. We have the live studio audience right here, right 
now — you and me and the people we know and love and 
don’t love. And then we have the much, much larger TV 
audience of the future: our grandchildren, our great- great- 
great- grandchildren, our farms and cities in the year 2200, 
the entirety of the human and natural worlds of the future 
that will all be affected by what happens and how we live our 
lives here and now. Our lives will make sense to them only 

in the context of things they know but which we can’t possi-
bly fathom. Truly, we are speaking and acting in the present 
tense but being watched and heard by the audience of the 
future.

Getting Past the Culture of “Now”
The culture of our secular society is oriented primarily around 
the live studio audience. We are a “now”- focused people. Our 
attention spans are short and, research indicates, growing 
shorter than that of a goldfish. Politicians focus their work on 
the next election; corporate executives make decisions based 
on predicted quarterly or yearly earnings. Our economic poli-
cies are intended to grow the economy and create jobs now, 
regardless of the painful environmental or long- term social 
impacts they may cause. We seek immediate gratification in 
food and entertainment, despite health risks to others and 
ourselves. And tragically, in both our interpersonal and our 
global relations, we all too often resort to violence to force 
swift results rather than doing the slow, painstaking work of 
building relationships for a lasting peace. The “now” culture 
sacrifices the future for the present, as if the future were an 
expendable resource placed on the earth to serve us, the live 
studio audience.

By contrast, the ethic of the religious counterculture calls 
the live studio audience to orient our present- tense words 
and deeds toward the TV audience of the future. We are not 
here to preen in the spotlight, but to serve the universe that 
grants us our moment in it. From a religious point of view, we 
know that what we do here and now matters profoundly to 
times and places and people and purposes far beyond us. Our  
actions have spiritual significance that transcends any given 
moment. We are reminded of this regularly through prayer 
practices, dietary laws, ethical injunctions, and the telling of 
our sacred stories. Through this spiritual lens, we see that we 
cannot avoid our impact. We change the world just by breath-
ing. Our cells create electricity. Our waste winds up in distant 
oceans. Everything we do ripples outward and affects every-
thing and everyone else, for better and for worse. And that’s 
when we’re not even trying. It’s electrifying to think of how 
much we change the world when we actually get together and 
try to do something.

The Audience of the Future
Building the Religious Counterculture
BY A N A L E V Y- LYONS

ana levy- lyons is senior minister at First Unitarian Congregational Society in Brooklyn, New York. She is writing a book on the Ten 
Commandments as a radical spiritual and political vision. Visit facebook.com/Ana.LevyLyons.author. Twitter: @Ana_LevyLyons.  
Email: analevylyons@hotmail.com.
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The show that is the human story has been airing for about 
200,000 years now. Today we live in a time and a country 
where women can vote, Africans are not enslaved (at least not 
literally), same- sex couples can legally marry in many states, 
and the hole in the ozone layer is shrinking, all because of 
the future- oriented work of the people in the live studio who 
came before us. This is our heritage as a progressive move-
ment. We are the future they were looking into the camera 
and addressing back then. We are the future that they were 
building toward and working for. And now it’s our turn. The 
actors change but the show goes on. It’s up to us to carry that 
heritage forward. It’s up to us to look into the camera and 
make a promise to the audience of the future — the promise 
that we will work together and give of ourselves, not only to 
make our own lives richer but also to make their world — the 
future world — a healthy, just, and joyful one. In the vision of 
the religious counterculture, it is this promise that sanctifies 
our lives.

We are making a promise to a fourth- grade boy in Sydney 
in the year 2200 whose history textbook will read:

In the early part of the twenty- first century our planet was on 
the verge of an ecological holocaust. The decadent consumer 
culture of the day was causing a dramatic increase in global 
temperatures, threatening all life on the planet, and politicians 
were refusing to take meaningful action. The impasse was  
finally broken by an interfaith alliance of religious groups as 
wide ranging as the Jewish Renewal movement and the Vati-
can. This alliance, through countercultural community build-
ing, mass boycotts, divestments, and smart use of the media of 
the time (then known as “the Internet”), was able to change the 
public discourse. Healing the planet now became widely seen 
as an urgent moral, religious, and spiritual imperative. This 
shift in public consciousness led to a cascade of environmental 
legislation and, more significantly, the worldwide embrace of 
sustainable consumer and agricultural practices. The religious 
commitments of that generation became a model for sustain-
able living to which all subsequent generations have aspired.

A Four- Year- Old’s Wisdom
The day after the big Jon Stewart announcement, my hus-
band and I took our four- year- old kids cross- country skiing 
for the first time. They had a great time, fell a lot, and proved 
once and for all that kids really are made of rubber. Later, 
when we were talking about the day, my daughter asked, 
“Can we go cross- country skiing more times while I’m still 
four years old?” I said, “Yeah, probably, but why while you’re 
still four years old?” And she said, “Because when I grow up 
and my kids are four years old, I want to take them cross- 
country skiing, and I want to tell them that when I was four, 
I went cross- country skiing a lot. And I want that to be true.”

It’s the wisdom of Jon Stewart and the wisdom of a four- 
year- old; it’s religious wisdom and countercultural wisdom: 

We have a sacred accountability to the future.   
Illustration by Lawrence Santanello.
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even imagine. We have a sacred accountability to that future. 
What do we want them to see when they watch this show 
that is us? What do we want to be able to say to them? They 
know some stuff that we here in the live studio don’t know 
yet. But we’ll get to it. We’ll get there. With our promise, we’ll 
get there. 

begin with the narrative you want to be able to tell the future 
about yourself and work backward from there to figure out 
the kind of life you need to live to make that narrative true. 
Speak in the present tense through your actions, to an audi-
ence that doesn’t exist yet, but will. In my daughter’s case, she 
imagined being watched by her future kids. In all cases, we 
are being watched by the audience of some future we can’t 

Tikkun
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Only the self liberated from selfishness can bring 
about the new earth. 
 Selfish selfhood is a prison. Our prejudices and 
attach ments to wealth and power form the walls 

of this prison. Our activism will never succeed unless we  
simultaneously leave the prison of the “false self” through 
mindful presence and an open heart. To transform the po-
litical and economic systems that currently dominate our 
lives — systems that have been skewed by the power and  
influence of profit above all else — we must also focus on inner 
transformation. 

We can root this difficult work in prayers such as this one 
from my Sufi tradition: “O my God, you are peace, and from 
you comes peace, and our return is to you, to peace.” What I 
offer here is an extended meditation on this prayer. 

The current economic system is the vehicle of the false 
self insofar as its only criterion of value is the bottom line 
of profitability. As a result, it is a blind machine that con-
sumes life and spews garbage. The corporations that rule 
this system are a result of the alienated self because they are 
driven to make decisions solely on a logic of their own short- 
term profiteering rather than on the long- term well- being of 
human society. For example, they reap fracking profits while 
escaping the incalculable costs of the destruction that frack-
ing leaves in its wake. 

What permits this efficient machinery of death and cor-
ruption, this perpetual war, this molestation of nature, this 
sabotage of health, this desecration of life? The root cause of 
this desecration is our economic system’s detachment from 
empathy and reality. This society- wide detachment creates 
echoes of detachment in all of us as individuals, as well,  
imprisoning us in selfishness. 

The system is unsustainable because it prioritizes financial 
profits regardless of any cost to the environment and human 
well- being. It fails to see and acknowledge its own demise. 
The corporate death machine has no empathy. It turns peo-
ple into objects. It normalizes violence and cruelty. It blames 
and victimizes the weak. It projects its own evil onto others. 
What it considers normality is suicidal.

Awakening Our Empathy
The change that is required is so fundamental that it chal-
lenges common assumptions of how life is supposed to be 
lived. What we need is the ability to stand apart, to be quiet 
and reflect, to think critically about our situation, and to real-
ize that the steps we are capable of may be only incremental. 

How can we collectively come to know that the purpose 
of life is not to consume but to produce, not to acquire but 
to share, not to excessively build up our defenses, not to  
increase our capacity for violence but to awaken the empathy 
of the fearless heart?

Behind the false self, which is constructed from our own 
alienation, defenses, pretenses, and disguises, is the experi-
ence of the true self, which is fundamentally sacred. We are 
able to experience the true, sacred self, even without refer-
ence to the supernatural, if we are willing to slow down,  
become quiet, and listen to our own hearts. Recognition of 
this experience could be the common ground among the 
spiritual, religious, and secular worlds.

Some experience this true self as a state of transcendence, 
a foretaste of the divine. At the same time, the experience 
of the sacred self is likely to be an experience of a self in 
harmony with the earth. Nature lives deep within human  
nature. The human self contains its own transcendence. To 
the extent that we touch that immanent transcendence we 
step into greater harmony with the earth itself. This inner 
experience of the self in harmony with a greater whole is an 
important precondition of sweeping social change, but it 
alone is not enough — we also need practical knowledge.

Sacred Activism 
Most approaches to peace are ineffective because they lack a 
deep understanding of the forces that contribute to violence. 
Social movements to change the masses, whether religious 
or political, will be successful when these social movements 
transform the self. For example, movements to reshape for-
eign policy must teach us to reject selfish and competitive 
approaches to conflict and instead pursue reconciliation and 

Sacred Earth, Sacred Self
A Meditation on Inner Transformation

BY K A BIR HEL MINSK I

kabir helminski is the author of Living Presence and The Knowing Heart, a translator of Rumi, and the codirector of the Threshold Society 
(sufism.org). He has been named one of the “500 Most Influential Muslims in the World.”
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Spiritual Progressives (spiritualprogressives.org) is working to  
reorient our society around a New Bottom Line that values 
love and generosity over profitability. 

Our society has embraced selfishness, at least at the politi-
cal level. But we can cultivate an experience that opens us 
to realms of value beyond both the desires of the senses and 
selfish thinking.

What is sacred are the qualities we cannot measure.
What is sacred is the life of the imagination.
What is sacred touches the heart.
We must forgive those who have projected their own vio-

lence upon us, because reacting with violence only proves 
them right and perpetuates further cycles of violence.

We must all find the elements within our own traditions 
that can contribute to ending violence in the world.

The challenge of this generation is to establish a culture 
of compassion. It is time to call forth an awakening in all of 
humanity. Bless everyone and call it forward in everyone —  
they’re all part of God. 

win- win solutions. Movements to reshape our economic sys-
tem must teach us to live with less and enjoy sharing. 

Spiritual and religious practices can support these trans-
formations by showing us how the experience of the sacred is 
an experience of joining with something much greater than 
ourselves. The experience of the sacred inspires awe, wonder, 
and a sense of participation in something much greater than 
the ego’s preoccupations.

In the current era, most humans are vulnerable to exploi-
tation by corporations because the great majority of us are 
living without a spiritual center capable of withstanding 
global capitalism’s weapons of mass distraction. The power 
of suggestion, when not balanced by conscious thought, 
can lead us to be programmed to believe almost anything. 
Consciousness is the best corrective for this suggestibility, 
and it is the responsibility of practical mystics to help others  
become less vulnerable to the advertisements and dis-
tractions that corporations use to distract us from what 
is really going on. In the United States, the Network of 

Human Ambiguity and the Architecture of Existence by Ken Sperling.
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F ew beliefs in the Christian tradition are as con-

troversial as that of the virgin birth. The doctrine is 
derived from the “nativity narratives” in the gospels 
of Luke and Matthew, which recount that the young 

Jewish maiden Mary conceives Jesus not through human 
agency but through the Holy Spirit. The teaching appears 
nowhere else in the New Testament, and even these two  
accounts have some divergent details. But both evangelists —  
and consequently official church teaching — agree on this di-
vine miracle of Jesus’s birth.

It’s a right peculiar doctrine with a long and complex 
history in the church, and it provokes a range of responses 
among contemporary believers. On the one hand, the 

virgin birth is deemed a fundamental of Christian faith  
(as defined in the early twentieth- century manifestos of  
“fundamentalism”) — on par with the resurrection, the divin-
ity of Christ, and the saving nature of the cross. At the other 
end of the belief spectrum, those in the flock who are more 
inclined toward a modern worldview have little problem dis-
carding the teaching as obviously untenable and at best a 
marginal notion in our biblical stories. For many of us in the 
middle, the doctrine is a little odd, confusing, perhaps even 
embarrassing.

I take the gospels very seriously, and I don’t trust an arro-
gant, enlightened intellectualism that dismisses anything 
that doesn’t fit into our rational model of the way the world 

The Annunciation by Henry Ossawa Tanner.

Against Patriarchy
Reclaiming the Christian Doctrine of the Virgin Birth

BY W IL L O’BR IEN

will o’brien has been active in advocacy on issues of homelessness and poverty for over thirty years. He also coordinates the Alternative 
Seminary, a grassroots program of biblical and theological study (alternativeseminary.net). He lives in Philadelphia.
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works. Simply rejecting the stories of the virgin birth is not, 
for me, an option. I am not so much concerned with solv-
ing the historicity or factuality of this part of the Jesus story 
or debating whether the evangelists were weaving fictions 
to validate prophetic fulfillment. Nor do I worry about his-
torians’ accusations that the early church developed the doc-
trine to compete with other religions (like Mithraism) that 
already had virgin birth mythologies. But I am deeply trou-
bled by the role the doctrine of the virgin birth has played in 
church history and in the church’s witness to society at large. 
And I am convinced that we have inherited a distorted inter-
pretive lens on what the evangelists are trying to say through 
these narratives.

The Shaming of Sex
First, there is the matter of the deleterious consequences of 
this doctrine: the church’s promulgation of the virgin birth 
as an essential plank of orthodox faith became one of the 
toxic roots of centuries of very damaging teachings about 
human sexuality, particularly regarding women. As the 
institutional church gained social sanction from imperial 

In the Christian iconographic tradition, Mary Magdalene is alternately 
depicted as hedonistic or penitent. Top right: Mary Magdalene in the 
Grotto by Jules Joseph Lefebvre. Left: Penitent Magdalene by Donatello.  
Bottom right: Christ and Mary Magdalene by Albert Edelfelt.
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whores, saints or sexual sinners, with little in- between — and 
surely no possibility that they could be church leaders. Mean-
while, in our contemporary political culture, the seemingly 
endless conservative attacks on women’s sexuality — such  
as Rush Limbaugh’s outburst accusing Sandra Fluke of  being 
a “slut,”— are cut from the same misogynist cloth.

Growing up Catholic, I personally experienced and wit-
nessed a plentitude of psychologically damaging guilt and 
shame around sexuality. When human sexuality is suffo-
cated by religious teachings on sin, it inevitably breeds neu-
roses and harmful behaviors. It is hardly a stretch to see the 
current pedophilia scandal involving Catholic priests as part 
of this same legacy. 

I don’t wish to suggest the Catholic tradition has cornered 
the market on sexual dysfunction or misogyny — examples 
abound in almost all the church traditions. Nor do I blame 
gospel stories of Jesus’s miraculous conception for millennia 
of abuses and corruption. Rather, the texts played a complex 
role in the emergence of a toxic theological moralism around 
human sexuality. With their roots in the Jewish prophetic 
tradition, these stories on their own would hardly have fos-
tered such institutional misogyny. But they were herme-
neutically hijacked and put at the service of a patriarchal 
institution.

Clearly it’s tempting to jettison the virgin birth as non-
sense. While it is an important task for Christians of con-
science to deconstruct this dismal legacy and the role these 
gospel texts have played, I want to suggest a very different 
approach: maybe the lesson of the miracle of Jesus’s birth is 
not the matter of its nonsexuality but what it reveals about 
the nature of the faith community and its sources of meaning 
and security.

Lost in Translation
It’s worth taking a fresh look at the texts themselves —  
especially Matthew’s account, which predates Luke’s, and 
thus is presumably the first literary version of the tradition. 
After recounting the scandal of Mary’s premature preg-
nancy, Joseph’s compassionate effort to resolve it, and the 
angelic appearance to him to explain the matter, Matthew 
then resorts to a standard formula that punctuates his open-
ing chapters, a prophetic interpretation: “All this took place 
to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The 
virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call 
him Immanuel,’ which means ‘God with us’ ” (1:23–24).

Matthew is citing Isaiah 7:14. And translation is an impor-
tant matter in this verse. Matthew’s Greek uses the word 
“ ´ ” (parthenos, “virgin”). He is quoting the Sep-
tuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, which, 
owing to the predominance of Greco- Roman culture, was the 
standard version of that era. However, the original Hebrew  
text of the same verse has “!"#$” (almah), which means 
something like the English “maiden,” a young, unmarried, 

Rome, its character increasingly aped the power dynamics 
of the dominant culture — including a regression from the 
revolutionary egalitarianism of the early Jesus movement 
to a reinvigorated male patriarchy with its subordination of 
women. As ecclesiastical leadership increasingly enmeshed 
itself in worldly systems of power, Christian theology evolved 
toward a more abstract, otherworldly, highly spiritualized 
character, blunting the social and political dimensions of the 
prophetic tradition and the gospels — all of which was rather 
self- serving for an increasingly corrupted and domesticated 
church.

A greater emphasis on the spiritual meant a diminishing 
of the flesh. Greek philosophical paradigms, which tended 
toward an almost dualistic tension between the ideal and the 
real, the spiritual and the material, aggravated the growing 
distance of the early Christian community from its Jewish 
roots and became the predominant framework for interpret-
ing the biblical tradition — which made the human body itself 
suspect. Then along came Augustine in the fourth century, 
who, in working through some of his own neuroses around 
his youthful sexual naughtiness, began explicitly to link 
human sexuality with sinfulness, suggesting that original 
sin was literally passed on through the sex act, and stressing 
that sins of the flesh are among the most grievous possible.

Not surprisingly, by this time, the notion of the virgin birth 
had been highly elevated in church tradition, including the 
Christian midrash that, despite numerous New Testament 
references to Jesus’s siblings, Mary was a “perpetual vir-
gin.” The staid and statuesque (and decidedly nonsensual) 
figure of the holy Virgin Mother garnered a cult of worship  
(mediated, one might sardonically suggest, by cross- dressing 
males). With the eventual elevation of the celibate male priest 
as the paragon of faith, a pernicious formula would take root 
in Christendom: virginity equals holiness, and sex equals sin. 
This formula would, over centuries, claim no small share of 
casualties.

Illustrative of this corruption was the historical man-
gling of the story of Mary Magdalene. Gospel references and  
ancient tradition make it clear that she was an important 
leader in the early church, no less than an apostle. But a 591 ce 
sermon by Pope Gregory the Great portrayed her as a prosti-
tute by conflating the Lukan text of the woman who anointed 
Jesus (7:36–50) with the reference to the seven demons being 
cast out of her (8:2) — his “logical” conclusion being that she 
engaged in sins of the flesh. Hence the traditional depictions 
of the Magdalene in Western art, with her trademark fiery, 
loose red hair — her dignity can be restored only when she 
grovels at the feet of the superior (asexual) man. (The 2002 
film The Magdalene Sisters is a harrowing depiction of the 
Irish Magdalene Asylums, where “fallen women” were sent to 
do lifelong penitence for their assumed sexual promiscuity.)

From that distortion, blended with the Marian tradition, 
is birthed the dichotomous paradigm of women as virgins or 



anyway.) The sign is a young woman giving birth to a son. 
“And she will call his name ‘God is with us’ ” (7:14). Most im-
portantly, this child will choose between good and evil. Most 
commentaries suggest that the prophecy, in its context, is 
simply referring to the next Davidic prince, who, unlike the 
wicked Ahaz, would be faithful to Yahweh and would deliver 
Judah from its enemies. It may even be a specific reference to 
Ahaz’s son Hezekiah, who was deemed by 2 Kings to be one 
of Judah’s most righteous kings.

But whatever specific historical details are involved, the 
Isaian declaration of “Immanuel” (Hebrew for “God with 
us”) has a broader theme that touches on one of the central 
tensions within the entire Hebrew Bible narrative: As the 
people of Israel make their way in the world, where is their 
security to be found? In whom do they trust? As they adopt 
the worldly model of kingship, in contrast to their early cove-
nantal tribalism, do they likewise reject their covenantal God, 
Yahweh, and adopt worldly forms of security? “What sorrow 
awaits those who look to Egypt for help, trusting their horses, 
chariots, and charioteers and depending on the strength of 
human armies instead of looking to the Lord, the Holy One of  
Israel,” the prophet foretells (Isaiah 31:1). “Some trust in char-
iots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord 
our God” (Psalm 20:7).

The Virgin Birth as a Call to  
Trust in God
So, to return to the text from Matthew: I suggest that the Im-
manuel prophecy is not simply (or solely) intended to illumi-
nate the miraculous nature of Jesus’s birth, but also to evoke a 
fundamental challenge from the Israelite tradition about the 
need for God’s people not to adopt worldly forms of security, 
but rather place their trust in God alone. It is certainly rele-
vant that the episode following Jesus’s birth is the horror story 
of King Herod’s maniacal paranoia that results in the “slaugh-
ter of the innocents.” This story cannot be historically corrob-
orated, but it rings true, given the well- documented nature of 
the half- Jewish, publicly loathed Roman puppet ruler. In this 
gospel account, Herod plays the same role as Ahaz: an Isra-
elite monarch who is drunk on worldly power and ferociously 
intent on maintaining it immerses himself in geopolitical  
realpolitik, and trashes the Torah and sacred tradition. He is 
far from a righteous shepherd of the people rooted in Imman-
uel. As the prophets repeatedly warned the Israelite people and 
their rulers, if you choose to adopt the ways of the world, the 
results will be far from biblical Shalom — as grieving mothers,  
like Rachel, will agonizingly attest (Matt. 2:17–18, citing Jere-
miah 31:15).

As I say, I can’t speak to the historicity of either of the 
New Testament nativity stories. But I am certain that their 
function in both Matthew and Luke is to foreshadow criti-
cal themes of the person, the ministry, and the life of Jesus 

or perhaps newly wed woman. Isaiah specifically does not 
use the Hebrew word “!"#$%” (bethu lah), which has the spe-
cific, focused meaning of “virgin,” just as the word does in 
English — someone who has not had sexual intercourse. No 
Jewish English translation of Isaiah 7:14 uses the word “vir-
gin.” Consequently, no Jewish commentator, rabbi, or ordi-
nary reader would assume Isaiah is referring to anything like 
a miraculous virgin birth.

The point is not to suggest that Matthew has made a 
linguistic error or an illegitimate interpretive reach. But I 
do think the ambiguity forces us to ask the question: what 
did Isaiah mean in that text? And here is an important les-
son in biblical literacy: when the Gospels cite the Hebrew 
Bible, which they do countless times, directly or indirectly, 
it is not simply recalling a single text (which is usually just 
a sentence); it is evoking a broader passage or story or tra-
dition. For instance, Jesus’s riposte to the devil in the first 
of the desert temptations (“People do not live by bread 
alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of 
God,” Matt. 4:4 and Luke 4:4) is part of a broader passage 
in Deuteronomy 8 recounting the manna story — which is 
critical to understanding the nature of that temptation and 
what it prefigures in terms of Jesus’s ministry. Likewise,  
Jesus’s controversial statement to the disciples, “The poor 
you will always have with you” (Mark 14:7), has a meaning 
that is dramatically different from the usual interpretation 
when we understand that the immediate citation of  Deuter-
onomy 15:11 in fact evokes the broader economic stipulations 
of care for the poor in the fifteenth chapter of Deuteronomy.

So the obvious but frequently neglected task for the reader 
of Matthew is to go back to Isaiah 7 — not just the immediate 
verse but the full oracle in its historical context.

Isaiah preached in the late eighth century. This oracle is ad-
dressed to King Ahaz of the southern nation of Judah, likely 
around 734 bce. Ahaz, whom 2 Kings roundly condemns as 
one of the most wicked kings of Judah, faces a serious political 
crisis. The super power nation of Assyria has been wreaking 
havoc in the region and forcing many nations into vassalage, 
including Syria and the northern kingdom of Israel. Their two 
kings, Rezin of Syria and Pekah of Israel, are plotting a revolt  
against Assyria and are pressuring Ahaz to join their coali-
tion. He has refused, and they are now embarking on a full- 
fledged invasion to force Judah’s compliance. (The story is 
told in 2 Kings 16, complementing the Isaian texts.)

Ahaz’s Machiavellian geopolitical instincts are to respond 
by in fact going to Assyria and offering to make Judah a vassal. 
Isaiah, acting as a kind of theological secretary of state, urges 
Ahaz to do what the ancient covenant insisted: hold fast to 
Yahweh, who is Israel’s true and only security. As part of that 
asser tion, a “sign” is given. (At first Ahaz refused God’s urging 
to “ask for a sign,” perhaps fearful of what he might hear —  
or because he has already made his foreign policy decision, 
which is the Assyrian connection. But God gives the sign 



strangled much of the Christian theological tradition and in-
stitutional character. Putting together Matthew’s and Luke’s 
complementary portraits of “the Virgin Mary,” the church 
has a vibrant and powerful biblical source with which to cri-
tique and repent of its own complicity in sexual oppression 
and bring a message of justice to the broader world. What 
a magnificent message that would be (I consciously echo 
Mary’s “Magnificat”) to hear from the ever- surprising Pope 
Francis, as he continually charts new possibilities for liber-
ating the faith community from the stodgy structures of the 
Roman Catholic institution.

I yearn for more of Jesus’s followers to hear this prophetic 
gospel challenge, with our sisters and brothers in the Jewish 
faith and in other communities of faith and conscience. A 
Christian church that, like the young Jewish maiden, said 
yes to Immanuel would resist the Constantinian exchange of 
social legitimacy for allegiance to and acceptance of worldly 
systems of power. A people whose character is rooted in 
radical trust in God would see through the false ideologies 
of security provided by violence and domination. A church 
that understood the sign of the child who could discern good 
from evil would have its eyes wide open to the terror and op-
pression that plague so many of God’s children, and would 
respond with loving, nonviolent, sacrificial compassion.

Christians who grasped the true miracle of Jesus’s origins 
would not accept a foreign policy rooted in realpolitik, but 
would witness to and work for justice, peace, and true libera-
tion for all God’s precious children. Church folk would wean 
themselves from the uncritical patriotism fostered in recent 
decades by the religious right. Following Pope Paul VI’s dic-
tum, “If you want peace, work for justice,” more people of 
faith would be vigorously involved in efforts and campaigns 
that foster social justice and uphold human dignity. We 
would see expanded participation in cutting- edge initiatives 
like Christian Peacemaker Teams, in which persons of faith 
engage in nonviolent presence in situations of conflict and 
violence. We might even rethink the tax- exempt status of our 
religious institutions, which could free up our preachers to 
take on a more prophetic mantle, speaking truth to power 
and mobilizing our congregations to action.

Two millennia since Matthew wrote his narrative of Jesus’s 
miraculous birth, power- hungry Herods are still massacring 
the innocent. Millions of Rachels are still weeping, refusing 
to be comforted. We have far more to offer such a world than 
an instruction manual for sexuality. We have the good news of 
God with us, and a power that comes from such good news. I 
deeply hope and pray we grasp that good news and offer it to 
this hurting world. 

that will be unveiled in their respective gospels. In Matthew, 
I would argue, this theme creates a context for Jesus’s min-
istry and proclamation: the discipleship community is to 
hear anew the prophetic call to faithfulness and resist the 
ways of the world. Its radically different path will be charted 
by the Sermon on the Mount — which teaches the way of  
humble servanthood, radical nonviolence and reconciliation, 
economic freedom through trust in God’s providence — and 
not by the world’s materialism. Be whole, as God is whole 
(Matt. 5:48) — which is possible only because of Immanuel, 
God with us.

Tragically, the institutional church, in its Constantinian 
bargain, makes the same choice that King Ahaz and later 
Herod did. It trusts not in Immanuel, but instead conforms 
to the ways of the world: its hierarchy, power, and wealth 
bestow a tacit blessing on worldly violence and injustice. And 
in the process, the patriarchal church conveniently trun-
cated the Isaian prophecy in Matthew 1 to a matter of sexual 
chastity.

I agree that the virgin birth accounts are intended to stress 
the unique divine origin of Jesus. And I don’t mean to argue 
that all Christians need to reject the doctrine of the virgin 
birth. Even those with very traditionally orthodox beliefs 
need not be excluded from the political- prophetic interpreta-
tion. Just a little more biblical attentiveness would go a long 
way: the Virgin Mary of Luke 1:48–55 speaks directly out 
of the same prophetic tradition in magnifying the God who 
casts down the mighty and lifts up the poor and oppressed. 
Might this not include women oppressed by patriarchal reli-
gious traditions?

Many contemporary voices of faith fully embrace the sym-
biosis of the theological mystery of the virgin birth with its 
prophetic challenge to the community of God’s people. Some 
contemporary Christian feminists have seen in Marian de-
votion the preservation of a feminine presence and feminine 
power within the male- dominated structure — including the 
compelling assertion that a male was not necessary for the 
conception of the Savior. Mary’s virginity, in a feminist mi-
drash, becomes symbolic of freedom and self- determination. 
Pope Francis, who is very rooted in the Marian devotional 
tradition, also speaks strongly out of the prophetic tradi-
tion for peace and justice in the global community. Simi-
larly, some Latin American liberation theologians (such as 
Brazilian feminist Ivone Gebara and Mexican American 
theologian Virgilio Elizondo) have built a compelling bridge 
between the popular devotion to the Virgin of Guada lupe, 
who appeared to the peasant Juan Diego, and the biblical 
imperative of justice.

Reclaiming the Virgin Birth
Ironically, a reclaiming of the virgin birth narrative in the 
gospels, rerooted in and framed by the authentic Isaian 
prophetic tradition, can challenge the patriarchy that has 
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on Israelis could move those at Israel’s center away from the 
right- wingers they increasingly support and toward those 
who are building pressure for a two- state solution. So stra-
tegically speaking, Palestinians who favor a two- state solu-
tion might get one more quickly by demanding voting rights 
within Israel. But this approach will feel contrived and dis-
honest unless it represents a change in what the Palestinians 
living in the West Bank and Gaza really want — and there’s 
little evidence for that.

I have little hope that either pressure on Israel from the  
international community to create a two- state solution or 
pressure to give Palestinians the vote will actually work. Both 
Israelis and Palestinians are victims of post- traumatic stress 
disorder. Some Palestinians remind us that there is nothing 
“post” about the trauma of the Occupation or of  living in 
Gaza, parts of which were reduced to rubble by the Israeli 
offensive in the summer of 2014, leaving thousands dead or 
wounded and tens of thousands homeless. And Israelis who 
spent much of that summer fleeing to bomb shelters several 
times a day remind us that they too are not just responding to 
the oppression of bygone eras, but have recently had that his-
tory dramatically reinforced. By attempting to bomb Israeli 
cities in the summer of 2014, Hamas also ensured that Israelis  
would have recent evidence that their fears are justified. 
Once again, a de facto extremist alliance — of Israeli right- 
wing extremists who wish to rule over the Palestinian people 
(or push them out of Palestine entirely) and Hamas extrem-
ists who wish to eliminate the State of Israel — has managed 
temporarily to marginalize those on both sides who believe 
in nonviolence and mutual reconciliation. And all this takes 
place while the military expansion and brutal fundamental-
ism of the Islamic State (ISIL) increase these fears. 

One of the lessons I have learned from my psychotherapy 
practice is that you cannot coerce people suffering from 
PTSD to give up their fears — in fact, trying to do so almost 
always worsens them, a theme I’ll explore more fully in the 
Winter 2016 issue of Tikkun. 

It would be far more productive if both peoples could recog-
nize the humanity of the other and thus become able to take 
positive, peace-  and reconciliation- oriented political action. 

It has become increasingly clear to many people around 
the world and among many American Jews that the  
Israeli government has no intention of creating a poli-
tically and economically viable Palestinian state. On 

the eve of his reelection, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin  
Netanyahu vowed that no Palestinian state would emerge 
under his next five- year government. Although Netanyahu 
subsequently qualified this promise by claiming he only 
meant that the conditions for creating such a state do not 
yet exist, his party almost certainly owed its electoral vic-
tory to his display of staunch opposition to Palestinian state-
hood. The government he subsequently appointed contains 
members who are even more extreme and overtly racist than  
Netanyahu himself. Such a far right government was made 
possible because Israeli public opinion has shifted signifi-
cantly against any two- state solution. This opinion is likely 
to hold until massive external pressure compels Israel to con-
sider a different direction.

Israel faces growing international pressure either to move 
now to create a viable Palestinian state (not a series of iso-
lated cities with no control over their own borders and sur-
rounded by Israeli West Bank settlers and the Israel Defense 
Forces) or else give Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza 
the same voting rights that Palestinians enjoy as citizens of 
Israel within the pre- 1967 borders. 

“One person, one vote” is not an ideal solution, and his-
tory leads many to doubt that a one- state solution is viable: 
forcing multiple peoples into one state did not, for instance, 
lead to peace in Yugoslavia or Iraq. Unless both parties really 
desire such a state, its creation through international pres-
sure might lead to a bloody civil war. On the other hand, if 
the Palestinian people were to launch a campaign for “one 
person, one vote,” it would have resonance not only globally 
but also within Israel and among many American Jews. The 
democratic aspiration embodied in that demand, made by 
a people who are now occupied and subjugated, resonates 
far beyond the demand for two states. Insisting on equal 
suffrage might weaken Israel’s ability to withstand interna-
tional pressure for a more democratic society. The fear that 
a “one person, one vote” policy might eventually be imposed 
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Hundreds of dialogue and peace 
groups in Israel and the Diaspora have 
attempted to generate this kind of rec-
ognition, only to be foiled by some action 
on “the other side” that undermines faith 
in that side’s humanity and decency.  
Observing this tendency, increasing 
numbers of social change activists have 
come to doubt that reconciliation is 
likely to happen in a world structured 
around fear and militarism.

So long as the dominant global com-
mon sense is determined by notions of 
homeland security that depend on mili-
tary might and violence, and so long as 
the ethos of global capitalism contin-
ues to teach us to “win” for ourselves 
rather than share with others, the logic 
of power and domination will appear to 
be the world’s only “truth”— and recon-
ciliation between Israel and Palestine 
will remain unlikely. Memories of the 
Holo caust still shape Israelis’ view of the 
dangers of being “too soft,” and fears of 
Iran’s nuclear ambitions strengthen the 
appeal of Israeli ultranationalists, reli-
gious fundamentalists, and militarists. Those of us who still 
wish to foster a consciousness of reconciliation and peace 
thus appear to most Israelis as naïve.

But transformations in consciousness, often quite radi-
cal, have happened in Israel around the status of women 
and around the treatment of gays and lesbians. Those who 
thought this possible thirty years ago were similarly dis-
missed as naïve. When the Western world changes its sense 
of what is naïve and what is smart and realistic, Israel and 
then the Palestinian people are likely to be deeply influenced.

It will take a larger transformation in the global ethos to 
achieve lasting peace in the Middle East. We at Tikkun and 
the Network of Spiritual Progressives challenge the notion 
that homeland security can be achieved through domination 
and power over the other. We urge the U.S. government to 
replace that strategy with one of generosity toward the other. 
To make this demand concrete, we’ve developed a detailed 
Global Marshall Plan, and Congressman Keith Ellison of 
Minneapolis has introduced a resolution in support of that 
plan in the House of Representatives.

The biggest contribution the rest of the world can make  
toward achieving peace in the Middle East is to work to 
transform consciousness in our own countries so that masses 
of people might accept this new paradigm of security through 
generosity rather than through militarism. 

Admittedly, that is an “unrealistic” path. But fifty years 
ago, it was no less unrealistic to believe that segregation and 

apartheid could be defeated. Forty years ago, it was naïve 
to think that patriarchal assumptions could be put on the 
defensive, just as only twenty years ago it was wishful think-
ing to believe that gays could gain the right to marry in some 
states. 

Changes of consciousness take huge efforts, but when 
they are achieved, they can have equally huge consequences. 
When the strategy of generosity becomes the central way 
that people in the West think about homeland security,  
Israelis and Palestinians will no longer be trapped in the old, 
militaristic paradigm. And what seems impossible today will 
become practical politics in Israel and Palestine.

In this special section of Tikkun we print responses to a 
question we put to a variety of thinkers: Given the current 
government in Israel, what’s next for those of us who are not 
content to turn our backs on the suffering that the Occupa-
tion of the West Bank and the blockade of Gaza continue to 
cause to the Palestinian people, and the suffering that the 
Occupation also inflicts, albeit in more hidden ways, on the 
Israeli people? What are the strategies we should all pursue 
together? As you will see, we asked people whom we knew 
would disagree with our premises, as well as those who agree 
with our premises but not our conclusions. Aside from the 
voices in this segment of the magazine, we’re also publish-
ing more responses in the web- only portion of this debate —  
you can read them all at tikkun.org/whatnext. 

Alone by Samuel Bak. The State of Israel was supposed to provide a safe home for the Jewish people, 
but its descent into fear and militarism has left it increasingly isolated from the global community.  
A radical transformation in consciousness can reverse this isolation.
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)The reelection of Binyamin Netanyahu, accom-
panied by his renunciation of the two- state solution 
and racist denigration of Israel’s Arab voters, has 
created the moment of greatest despair over Israel/

Palestine that we have experienced in Tikkun’s thirty years 
of existence.

I first published in Tikkun in its inaugural year, 1986. At 
that time I joined Michael Lerner in his courageous call for 
negotiations with the Palestinians (then forbidden by Israeli 
law) and the creation of a Palestinian state side by side with 
Israel. Tikkun has consistently fought for that position over 
the years. There have been moments of hope, such as the Oslo 
Accords, and moments of great despair, like the Second Inti-
fada. But no moment has held more despair than the present.

Lerner’s present proposal — to accord citizenship rights to 
the Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza — is a product 
of this despair. He acknowledges that a “binational” state 
may not solve anything and may make things even worse. 
Yet he is right that absent any movement toward a Palestin-
ian state — and there is none now — the choice is between  
effective apartheid and one state between the Jordan and the 
Mediterranean.

Netanyanhu’s racist outburst highlights the long- known 
fact that Israel’s Arab citizens are not treated as equals, even 
if they have the vote. So there is little hope that giving the 
vote to millions of other Palestinians would guarantee them 
equality. But it seems as if there is no other way to make clear 
the choice that Israel faces between a Jewish majority and 
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are not its citizens, it can only spell the end of that democ-
racy. Thus, the demand to extend democratic rights to Pales-
tinians under Israeli rule is also a demand for Israeli Jews to 
live in a democracy.

What tactics ought to be adopted to achieve this end? Boy-
cotts, divestment, and sanctions are probably not tactically 
smart because they are associated with groups that want to 
dismantle the State of Israel. The goal of Lerner’s campaign 
is the opposite: to preserve Israel by extending citizenship to 
all its subjects. Thus, the campaign ought to embrace Israel’s 
Declaration of Independence and demand that it be applied 
from the Mediterranean to the Jordan. When Israeli gov-
ernment officials visit the United States, they should be met 
with this demand. Perhaps an effort should also be mounted 
toward a United Nations Security Council resolution to the 
same effect. Rather than punitive, the campaign should be 
affirmative — and thus force the proponents of the status quo 
to digest what they’ve already swallowed. 

some form of binationalism, because, like it or not, the world 
community is going to force it to face that choice in any case.

The history of Zionism has always revolved around this 
choice. David Ben- Gurion understood the necessity of a Jew-
ish majority to guarantee a Jewish state. Although Israel’s 
Declaration of Independence guaranteed full equality of  
political participation and the equal allocation of resources 
to all Israel’s citizens, Ben- Gurion never lived up to that 
promise. He welcomed the flight of the Arabs in 1948 and, 
at least in the case of Lod, actually ordered their expulsion. 
He was not sorry to see them go. And after the war, he placed 
Israeli Arabs under military rule, which was not lifted until 
1966 when he was no longer in power.

But whatever the cruelties and undemocratic features of 
Ben- Gurion’s policies, they were nevertheless intended to 
create a state that could eventually be both Jewish and demo-
cratic. The policies of the Israeli right, including the Likud 
Party and parties even further to the right, are designed to 
create the opposite. When a democracy rules millions who 

The Logic of Abandoning the  
Two- States Campaign
BY R EBECC A SUB A R

Bringing about the conditions needed for a durable 
two- state deal would necessitate currently unthink-
able shifts in some long- standing assumptions held 
by Israeli Jews. A deal sufficiently durable to with-

stand post- agreement pressure from Palestinian dissidents 
would need to include three components:

1.   Territorial integrity. Even a deal that accommodated land 
swaps along the 1967 borders would require some combina-
tion of moving and removing many, if not all, of the Israeli 
Jewish communities living in the territory of a Palestinian 
state. It would require an arrangement for mobility between 
Gaza and the West Bank.

2.  Defensibility. Political sovereignty would require that Israel  
give up the idea of a demilitarized Palestine. Israel would 
agree to give up its airspace over the territory of the Pales-
tinian state and, given the need for territorial integrity, 
its military control of the Jordan River valley. Tougher 
still, most Palestinians will reject any deal that doesn’t  

account in some way for Palestinian claims on Jerusalem. 
Any agreement on boundaries, joint authority, or access to 
holy places would be accompanied by a deal on the defense 
of all residents and transients in Jerusalem.

3.  Refugee rights. Many Palestinians have said they won’t rec-
ognize a deal as minimally just unless there is recognition of 
the right of return for refugees. Provisions would need to be 
made for refugees who do return to vote in Israeli elections 
or to participate in the governance of some other sovereign 
political entity that would share political authority in that 
geographic space.

If a change in Israeli political consciousness great enough to 
accept such a deal is a necessary but unachievable prerequisite 
of a two- state solution, what can we hope and act to achieve? 
The reluctant conclusion offered by Michael Lerner in this 
issue of Tikkun — that we ought to replace policies guided 
by domination with strategies inspired by generosity —  
nose dives into the pool of well- meaning and impractical 

rebecca subar teaches peace and conflict studies at West Chester University, advises political advocacy groups with Dragonfly Partners, and 
serves on the board of Jewish Voice for Peace. The views expressed here do not represent the positions of any organization.
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Whereas historically, any pressure on Israel to negotiate 
a two- state deal was a call for Israeli initiative, nonviolent 
pressure to transform the current two- tiered, single- state  
arrangement will require Israel to justify the status quo.  
Israel can claim that the status quo is better than an unviable 
deal, but the viability of defending the status quo against the 
claim of disenfranchisement will continue to dwindle.

It is no easier, then, to imagine the shifts in political opin-
ion required for Israel to agree to a two- state solution than 
to consider those required to transform the current arrange-
ment into a government for all its people. In response to the 
Palestinian equality campaign, Israel will need to choose 
among four options:

1.   Resist international pressure, at the risk of ultimately losing 
the ability to maintain economic, social, and security stabil-
ity at a level that its citizens will tolerate.

2.  Dismantle settlements, accept a militarized Palestine, and 
accommodate the right of return in order to achieve a mini-
mally stable two- state deal.

3.  Agree to an alternative enfranchisement arrangement, such 
as a binational state or some other type of shared gover-
nance and shared sovereignty in what we now call Israel.

approaches to the Palestinian- Israeli 
dilemma.

A “one person, one vote” campaign 
could, as Lerner suggests, have as its 
goal pressuring Israel to negotiate a 
two- state deal, but that may be no eas-
ier than a campaign whose goal truly is 
one person, one vote. Israel is already a 
single sovereign state with millions of 
disenfranchised adults. 

The Palestinian- led rights- for- peace 
campaign, as described by Yousef 
Munayyer in the New York Times on 
March 19, 2015, pressures Israel to 
grant political rights to Palestinians 
living in the occupied territories. This 
is the movement that brings us boy-
cott, divestment, and sanctions, the 
campaign launched in 2005 by Pales-
tinian civil society groups rejecting the 
official negotiations that failed to pro-
duce freedom and equality. 

In the Huffington Post of May 17, 
2015, Jeff Faux of the Economic Policy 
Institute argues that Israel will not  
accept a one- state or a two- state solu-
tion unless the alternative is becom-
ing an international pariah state 
like apartheid South Africa. Think-
ing along the same lines, the U.S. branch of the Palestin-
ian equality movement is prioritizing campaigns to compel  
Israel to fully include all Palestinians under its control in all 
aspects of democracy. Tens of thousands of campus activ-
ists are building pressure on Israel through university- based  
divestment campaigns. Meanwhile, the hundreds of grass-
roots groups that make up the umbrella group U.S. Campaign 
to End the Israeli Occupation are pressuring the Israeli and 
U.S. governments to support Palestinian equality. Thousands 
of Presbyterian, Methodist, and Episcopal activists have  
mobilized to pressure Israel. 

If the tens of millions of dollars invested by its opponents 
are any measure, the growing pressure of the Palestinian 
equality movement in the Palestinian territories, the United 
States, and beyond will be the game changer that coaxes  
Israel into resolving Palestinian inequality. Growing campus 
activism frightens pro- Israel groups, because their calls for 
equality in diversity, political liberties, and suffrage for all 
under Israeli rule reflect the most fundamental American 
values.

This equality campaign will push the Israeli public deeper 
into a debate about the necessity of having a particularly 
Jewish state apparatus in order to provide safety and secu-
rity for Israeli Jews.

Members of Jewish Voice for Peace rally in support of boycott, divestment, and sanctions against Israel.
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principled platform for granting Jews and Palestinians secu-
rity, economic viability, and individual freedoms, along with 
free expression and self- determination as peoples.

An enfranchisement campaign needn’t insist on any par-
ticular political arrangement, and it certainly should not  
insist on two states or assume that such an outcome is pos-
sible. The aim of this movement should be equal to its claim: 
political equality for all. Any political arrangement would 
need to ensure equality, and there is more than one imagin-
able equalizing political arrangement.

What matters is action to pressure Israel to shift its policy, 
which it can do in any way that accommodates the needs 
of two sets of people seeking security, freedom, and self- 
determination. 

4.  Keep the settlements and avoid a militarized Palestine, but 
accommodate the right of return and grant Palestinians the 
vote, ending the project of the Jewish State as the mecha-
nism for protecting Jewish safety. In its place, make a deal 
that establishes minimally stable, alternative social and se-
curity structures for protecting Jewish safety and ensuring 
Jewish religious and cultural life.

It is not obvious which is most achievable in the shortest 
time frame. Unpredictable domestic, geopolitical, and natu-
ral events may shift the viability of each option. In any case, 
for Israeli Jews, the first option is inviable. But the second, a 
two- state deal, is not necessarily the easiest.

Enfranchisement of Palestinian residents of Palestine/ 
Israel could replace the political and military conflict with a 

Nonviolence, BDS, and the  
Dream of Beloved Community  
in Palestine/Israel
BY LY NN GO T T L IEB

As a lifelong feminist practitioner of the Torah of  
 nonviolence, I am drawn to respond to the question  
 of what’s next in Israel/Palestine through the herme- 
 neutics of nonviolence, which I believe is a fruitful 

way out of the one- state/two- state conundrum.
The practice of nonviolence is a path toward the future. We 

learn from people on the front lines of systemic violence that 
“don’t speak about us without us” is a core principle of non-
violence solidarity, and so I begin with words from a poem 
titled “Running Orders” that Lena Khalaf Tuffaha wrote 
after the massacre of Gaza last summer.

They call us now.
Before they drop the bombs.
The phone rings
and someone who knows my first name
calls and says in perfect Arabic
“This is David.”
. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
They call us now to say
Run. 

You have 58 seconds from the end of this message.
Your house is next.
They think of it as some kind of
war time courtesy.
It doesn’t matter that
there is nowhere to run to.
It means nothing that the borders are closed
and your papers are worthless
and mark you only for a life sentence
in this prison by the sea
and the alleyways are narrow
and there are more human lives
packed one against the other
more than any other place on earth
Just run.
. . . . . . . . 

One state or two, here or there, let us mourn the dead,  
recite the names of the slain, theirs and ours together, until it  
feels the same. Mourning together points us in the direc-  
tion of convivencia (living well together), which is the 

lynn gottlieb is a rabbi. She works at the Shomeret Shalom Rabbinic School and Learning Center and serves on the Rabbinic Council of 
Jewish Voice for Peace.
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justice issues and what is happening to Palestinians. We 
need to close the gap.

In seeking to close the gap, we need to improve the way we 
struggle. The practice of nonviolence requires intersection-
ality in our struggle. We cannot create workable campaigns 
for justice without a relationship with Palestinian partners. 
This is also true for white people who want to support Black 
Lives Matter. Nonviolence also makes specific demands. 
One state or two, here or there, after decades of failed nego-
tiations, nonviolence demands that we wage direct action 
campaigns to dismantle the separation wall that cuts Jeru-
salem off from Bethlehem and Ramallah. Nonviolence also 
demands that we dismantle the militarized border wall that 
divides the Americas — the same corporations built both. 
Nonviolence demands that we pressure Israel to stop pros-
ecuting Palestinian children in military courts and agitate 
for an end to the criminalization of children of color in the 
United States. Nonviolence demands that we build strong 
grassroots alliances that demonstrate a serious commitment 
to ending violence against people of color, women, and the 
LGBTQ community here and everywhere.

Once we accept the intersectional nature of nonviolent 
struggle against racism, sexism, plantation capitalism, and 

framework for the future. It helps us address our trauma 
and fear.

One state or two, here or there, rebuilding has to happen 
now. Gaza lies in ruins. Entire cities were destroyed. What is 
true for Gaza is true throughout Israel/Palestine, each habi-
tation with its own story, needs, and strategies of beautiful 
resistance. The physical restoration of the landscape of cities, 
villages, farms, fields, and cultural sites of Palestine is para-
mount. There are many ways to accomplish the task, includ-
ing supporting specific projects, such as Tent of Nations and 
Grassroots Jerusalem.

Nonviolence is a form of truth telling. Alas, we have traded 
tzedek tzedek tirdof (“justice, justice shall you pursue”) for 
a fleet of drones, Passover for an Iron Dome. Many mem-
bers of the mainstream Jewish community are emotionally 
and economically invested in the infrastructure of military,  
political, and economic occupation, which is in conflict with 
every social justice value the American Jewish community 
promotes in almost every other situation. One state or two, 
here or there, the Torah of nonviolence calls us to struggle for 
our neighbor’s freedom, resist militarism, and move speech 
into action. At the moment, we are living with a huge gap 
between our attitudes and actions toward domestic social 

“Nonviolence demands that we pressure Israel to stop prosecuting Palestinian children in military courts and agitate for an end to the criminalization of 
children of color in the United States,” Gottlieb writes. Jerusalem, 2014 by Nabil Anani.
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attacks systems of violence, not people doing violence. BDS 
is aimed at dismantling the Occupation and seeking a just 
resolution for Palestinian refugees that honors the right of 
return. To prepare for that eventuality will require commit-
ment to struggling together for justice and peace.

I believe that nonviolence also requires us to cultivate an 
“Open Hillel” atmosphere in which we agree to disagree on 
specific issues and tactics, even as we struggle to create the 
infrastructures of healing justice. You can’t hope to bend 
the arc toward justice, speak about intersectionality, and 
then tell Palestinians BDS is illegitimate and ostracize Jew-
ish activists for responding to the Palestinian call for BDS 
worldwide. In truth, BDS has been a very generous platform 
for bringing together a multifaith, multicultural, and multi-
generational global movement for justice that is healing and 
positive and represents hope for a future of convivencia and 
peace. As we learn how to struggle together, we also learn 
how to live together as the beloved community. Is that not 
what we envision? 

militarism, we are still left with a question: how do nonvio-
lent tactics work? As Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote in his 
famous “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” “Nonviolent direct 
action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension 
that a community which has constantly refused to negotiate 
is forced to confront the issue. It seeks so to dramatize the 
issue that it can no longer be ignored.”

In the Jewish community, some of us have chosen such a 
tactic directed toward Israel’s Occupation infrastructure and 
the corporations and governments that support this infra-
structure: that is, boycott, divestment, and sanctions (BDS). 
This tactic has been extremely successful, even though many 
detractors have unfortunately drawn a red line around it. 
BDS grew out of the Palestinian community’s realization 
that negotiations were failing. They were inspired by South 
African activists who had, in fact, dismantled apartheid. 
BDS has done exactly what King described: dramatize the 
issue of the Occupation and create a crisis by applying eco-
nomic pressure to force institutional change. Nonviolence 

The Lucrative Arms Trade Behind the 
Occupation Must End
BY R A JA SHEH A DEH

As it now stands, Israel’s occupation of the Pales-
  tinian territories is lucrative rather than costly. No 
 nation in possession of territory it seized from  
 another has been known to give up that territory 

merely because of a change of heart. The Israeli people will 
not support withdrawal from the occupied Palestinian terri-
tories unless the continuation of the Occupation causes them 
to suffer, whether materially or in terms of their standing in 
the world.

One way in which the continuation of the conflict benefits 
Israel is that it helps Israel test and sell more of  the weap-
ons and security systems it manufactures. If activists across 
the globe can convince the Israeli public that peace will  
be more lucrative, then the shift toward a peaceful resolu-
tion of the conflict, rather than its perpetuation, will become 
possible. 

Boycott is certainly one way of achieving this. Another is 
the approach Tikkun is advocating: challenging the notion  
that security is achievable through the domination of the 

Palestinian nation and replacing this with a strategy of gen-
erosity toward the other. 

To end the conflict, all parties must recognize that the  
Occupation is at the core of the problems in the region. A 
new period of peace and prosperity for the two nations liv-
ing in Palestine/Israel will not materialize until Palestinians 
exer cise their right to self- determination and Israel acknowl-
edges the Nakba and the right of return of the Palestinian 
refugees. These are principles; how they are realized should 
be left for negotiations. After these principles have been rec-
ognized, many of the issues that now seem insurmountable 
will likely come to have a different meaning. It is not impos-
sible to imagine that the meaning now attributed to where a 
person lives and what religion he or she follows will cease to 
matter and that open borders and new mutually beneficial 
relations will come to exist between the nations of the Middle 
East: Israel, Jordan, Palestine, and eventually the rest of the 
states that have been created since the region was carved up 
in the wake of the First World War. 

raja shehadeh is a writer and lawyer. His books include Palestinian Walks: Notes on a Vanishing Landscape (2007), for which he won the 
2008 Orwell Prize, and more recently Language of War, Language for Peace. He is a founder of Al Haq.
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Ever since it became clear that the U.S. Secretary of 
State, John Kerry, had failed to cajole the Israeli and 
Palestinian leaders into finally ending their conflict, 
the pressing question has been, what next? Now, with 

the Israeli prime minister being reelected on a “no- two- state 
platform,” the need to answer this question is more pressing 
than ever before.

For over twenty years process has trumped outcome, but 
it is now in danger of being out- trumped itself by the total 
collapse of the only internationally recognized paradigm for 
a solution to the conflict. A new international strategy ur-
gently needs to be devised as an alternative to failed bilateral 
negotiations.

Our proposal takes as its starting point the need to resolve 
two crucial ambiguities regarding Israel’s control of the West 
Bank and Gaza, its rule over the Palestinians, and the colo-
nization of their land.

First, is it, or is it not, an occupation? The entire world,  
including the United States, thinks it is and therefore consid-
ers the Fourth Geneva Convention and other relevant provi-
sions of international law to apply. The Israeli government 
does not accept this except when it suits it, notably in not 
granting Palestinians under its rule the same rights as Israelis. 
This ambiguity has served the occupying power well.

Second, at what point does an occupation cease to be an 
occupation and become a permanent or quasi- permanent 
state of affairs?

Our contention is that the occupying power should no lon-
ger be able to have it both ways. The laws of occupation either 
apply or do not apply. If it is an occupation, it is beyond time 
for Israel’s custodianship — supposedly provisional — to be 
brought to an end. If it is not an occupation, there is no justi-
fication for denying equal rights to anyone who is subject to 
Israeli rule, whether Israeli or Palestinian. Successive Israeli 
governments have been allowed to get away with a colossal 

bluff for nearly forty- eight 
years. It is time to call that 
bluff and compel a decision.

The Israeli government 
should be put on notice 
that, by the fiftieth anni-
versary of the Occupation, 
it must make up its mind 
definitively, one way or the 
other. Half a century is 
surely enough time to de-
cide. This would give Israel 
until June 2017 to make 
its choice between relinquishing the occupied territories —  
either directly to the Palestinians or possibly to a tempo-
rary international trusteeship — or alternatively granting 
full and equal citizenship rights to everyone living under its 
jurisdiction.

Should Israel not choose the first option by the target date, 
the international community may then conclude that Israel’s 
government has opted by default for the second option, that 
of civic equality. Other governments, individually or collec-
tively, and international civil society may then feel at liberty 
to hold the Israeli government accountable to that bench-
mark. To be clear, this is not a call for a unitary state. How 
Israelis and Palestinians wish to live alongside each other is 
for them to decide. The international community’s role is to 
crystallize this.

The bottom line is that until the Palestinians, like the  
Israelis, achieve their primary choice of self- determination 
in their own state (if ever they do), they should no longer, 
in the modern era, be denied equal rights in whatever lands 
they inhabit, including Arab states. In the case of Israel and 
its indefinite Occupation, this means putting an end to ambi-
guities that have lasted far too long. 

Israel Can’t Have It  
Both Ways
Recognize Palestine or  
Grant Equal Rights

BY S A M B A HOUR A ND T ON Y K L UG

sam bahour is a Palestinian American business consultant in Ramallah and serves as a policy adviser to Al- Shabaka, the Palestinian  
Policy Network.

tony klug is a veteran Middle East analyst and a special adviser to the Oxford Research Group.
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At what point does an occupation become a permanent state of affairs? 
Here, a Palestinian child faces an Israeli soldier before the West Bank 
separation wall. 

The Only Road to 
Sustainable Peace
Pluralistic Democracy

BY M A ZIN Q UMSI Y EH

In medical genetics, the field in which I specialize, 
we believe the correct diagnosis is the best guarantee of 
selecting the right therapy and improving prognosis. I’d 
like to offer a diagnosis of the injustice in Palestine/Israel: 

the morass that we are in was created by an ideology called 
Zionism, which overlooked the immorality of transforming 
a multireligious and multicultural Palestine into the Jewish 
State of Israel.

mazin qumsiyeh is a professor at Bethlehem University.

The immoral ideology of Zionism is now 
being reevaluated in order to chart a bet-
ter course forward instead of dealing cos-
metically with its symptoms. Jews who have  
accepted this false idol of Zionism are leaving 
it in droves.

Those with some conscience who still cling 
to Zionist notions are mostly driven by fear 
and are noting major setbacks in their ill- 
fated efforts. These efforts previously focused 
on giving us Palestinians a sliver of our lands 
and denying the most important right we 
need for peace: the right of refugees to return 
to their homes and lands.

Our struggle is personal. On a deeper psy-
chological level, the choice we have is between 
basing our actions on the worst elements of 
human history and daring to imagine and 
plan for a better future. 

I entreat all of my fellow human beings to 
shed the chains that they have built around 
their own minds and make a moral stand 
for peace, which can happen only if native 
Pales tinians’ rights are respected. I predicted 
twenty years ago that the ardent right wing in 
Israel would gain more power. But I also pre-
dicted the growth of human consciousness at 

the grassroots level thanks to the internet and better global 
connectedness.

The push for boycott, divestment, and sanctions (BDS) and 
similar nonviolent actions help accelerate the growing move-
ment for Palestinian rights. Awareness is growing all around 
us, and we see people mixing everywhere (including by inter-
marriage) and rejecting the notion of “us here–them there.” 
The trends are encouraging, and our job is to accelerate them 
in time to save ourselves and this beautiful planet. We cannot 
limit our struggle to Palestinian liberation alone — we must 
also take on the challenges of global warming, nuclear weap-
ons, and the cascading fanaticism of religion- based states in 
Western Asia.

There are no win- lose or lose- win scenarios (not that this 
was ever a binary struggle). Here in (historic) Palestine, the 
lines of the struggle are also now clearer than ever: either 
you are siding with colonial racism and segregation, or you 
are committed to transforming the “Holy Land” (Israel/ 
Palestine/Canaan) into a secular, pluralistic democracy for 
its people (who happen to be Jews, Christians, Muslims, 
Bahá’ís, atheists, and others). The latter is the only road to 
sustainable peace, and it happens to be a win- win scenario 
for all. It is moral and it is doable, but we cannot afford to 
stand on the sidelines. 
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It has never been clearer that the status quo in Israel/
Palestine is unacceptable. In the wake of the 2014 assault 
on Gaza, the election of the most right- wing government 
in Israeli history, the collapse of peace talks, and a clear 

rejection of a potential Palestinian state by Prime Minister  
Netanyahu, little hope is left that Israel will change on its 
own.

Words of criticism are not enough — concrete consequences 
are necessary to end the continuing human rights violations, 
systemic oppression, and inequality that Israel imposes on 
Palestinians. As American Jews whose values demand our 
support for justice, even when it means confronting our own 
community, we implore those who stand on the side of free-
dom and equality to join us in embracing and encouraging 
all forms of nonviolent pressure on Israel. It is way past time.

The power of the global Boycott, Divestment, and Sanc-
tions (BDS) movement has grown significantly in the last 
year, lending hope to the idea that people of conscience, 
mobi lizing around the world, can bring pressure to bear on 
the Israeli government to comply with international law and 
human rights norms. In 2005, Palestinian civil society groups  
issued a call for global civil society to use the tactics of  boycott,  
divestment, and sanctions against Israel. The call states:

These non- violent punitive measures should be maintained 
until Israel meets its obligation to recognize the Palestin-
ian people’s inalienable right to self- determination and fully 
complies with the precepts of international law by: 1) End-
ing its occupation and colonization of all Arab lands and dis-
mantling the Wall; 2) Recognizing the fundamental rights of 

Activists with Jewish Voice for Peace stage a “die-in” protest outside Boeing offices in Seattle.

If You Want Justice, Support All Forms  
of Nonviolent Pressure on Israel
BY R EBECC A V IL KOMERSON

rebecca vilkomerson is the executive director of Jewish Voice for Peace (jvp.org).
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theoretically offer full rights for all people in Israel/ 
Palestine, and there are two- state solutions that would cre-
ate a powerless and fragmented Palestinian state (similar 
to the Bantustans created in South Africa under apartheid) 
and make a mockery of the idea of freedom for Palestin-
ians. Likewise, there are models of a one- state solution that 
would include total annexation and apartheid, and models 
of a secular, binational state. The question is not how many 
states should be created, but how to achieve full equality and 
freedom for all people living in the region.

Justice will not be complete without grappling with the 
Nakba — the historical and ongoing displacement of Pales-
tinians from their homes and the creation of a Palestin-
ian refugee population that is now in the millions. We are  
inspired by the work of the Israeli organization Zochrot  
(zochrot.org) and the Palestinian organization Badil (badil 
.org), which have begun the work of imagining what return 
would look like without fear or demonization, and we urge 
Jewish Americans to engage with this history as part of  
the quest for justice. 

the Arab- Palestinian citizens of Israel to full equality; and  
3) Respecting, protecting and promoting the rights of Pales-
tinian refugees to return to their homes and properties as 
stipulated in UN resolution 194.

Jewish Voice for Peace — the grassroots- based Jewish orga-
nization with which I work — has endorsed this call in soli-
darity with the Palestinian struggle for equality and justice. 
We believe that liberation for Palestinians (millions of whom 
have lived under military rule for most of Israel’s existence) 
and liberation for Jewish Israelis (whose society is becoming 
increasingly militarized, antidemocratic, and racist) can be 
achieved only through outside pressure, through tools such 
as boycott, divestment, and sanctions.

The BDS call is not for a one- state or two- state “solution” 
but rather lists the bare minimum needed to move forward 
toward building a society that respects the full equality, free-
dom, and rights of Palestinians.

In reality, the one- state/two- state debate is a false choice.  
There are models for a two- state solution that could 

Escaping the Two- State Snare
BY I A N S.  L US T ICK

The new Israeli government, a coalition of ultra-
religious, fundamentalist, racist, and neoliberal 
ideologues and placeholders, ensures that settle-
ments will continue to expand. The lives of Jerusalem 

Arabs, Negev Bedouin, and Area C Palestinian residents will 
be embittered and endangered by intensive expropriation 
and Judaization campaigns. Every two years or so a military 
operation in Gaza, Lebanon, or the West Bank will “cut the 
grass” — that is, cause enough destruction to plunge Palestin-
ian society into misery and discourage any plans to mobilize 
violently against Israel in the near future. Some key demands 
of settlers, including construction of Jewish housing in the E1 
zone between Ma’ale Adumim and Jerusalem and expan sion 
of ultranationalist Jewish presence on the Temple Mount/
Haram al- Sharif, will be pushed aggressively. Israeli for-
eign policy will continue to characterize the Middle East as 
a polarized battleground between civilization and Islamist 
barbarism, to stick its fingers in the eyes of European crit-
ics and the Obama administration, while also seeking effec-
tive but under- the- table alliances with antidemocratic forces 

in Egypt, the Arab Gulf, and elsewhere in the region. The 
hysterical campaign against Iranian nuclear technology and 
the Orwellian refusal to discuss the future of Israel’s massive 
nuclear arsenal will also continue.

It’s an ill wind that blows no good, and the very extrem-
ism of this government is as good a guarantee as any that  
another doomed and counterproductive American negotiat-
ing initiative will not materialize, or will at least be substan-
tially delayed. This gives progressives and peace builders a 
desperately needed opportunity. Fires of hope and change 
need to be lit. To burn they will require oxygen. That oxygen 
has for many years been drained out of the politics around 
this issue by the suffocating mantra that confrontation and 
open criticism of oppressive, immoral, and ruthless Israeli 
policies must be avoided to “protect the peace negotiations.” 
We must take full advantage of the present interval by having 
the courage to draw proper conclusions from the disappear-
ance of a negotiated route to the two- state solution. 

In place of a two- state snare and delusion, we must  
embrace a strategy of political mobilization that makes our 

ian s. lustick is the Bess W. Heyman Professor in the political science department at the University of Pennsylvania. He is the author of 
dozens of books and articles on Arab- Israeli relations, including a piece in the Winter 2015 issue of the Journal of Palestine Studies.
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in the thirties, white segregationists in the fifties, and South 
African apartheid in the nineties, Jews have traditionally 
upheld economic sanctions as a powerful tool for direct  
action and transforming consciousness. Palestinian efforts 
to secure international condemnation of and sanctions 
against Israel at the International Criminal Court, the UN 
Security Council, and elsewhere should also be supported, 
including efforts to prevent an American veto of new and 
binding UN Security Council resolutions for Palestinian  
political and human rights. 

None of this contradicts Michael Lerner’s world- 
transforming strategies — a Global Marshall Plan and a rad-
ically democratizing amendment to the U.S. Constitution. 
But we must not sacrifice what else can be accomplished 
with respect to the Israeli- Palestinian conflict, or let it spiral 
into uglier and uglier forms of oppression, by focusing our 
limited energies on tasks that require boundless reserves of  
effort and dedication. Nor can we evade the truth that we have  
opponents in this struggle and that they must lose if we are 
to prevail. As shown in Birmingham and Selma, in the move-
ment against the Vietnam War, and even by Zionism itself, 
change of the profound sort required to make peace between 
Israel and the Palestinians is only achievable when alterna-
tives to that change become intolerable. That is our job. We 
must use our commitment to toleration to make intolerance 
intolerable for those who practice it. 

values — not old commitments to institutional forms that 
used to serve as proxies for those values — the direct guides 
to our actions. My proposal is for Palestinians and Jews 
to fight, in every peaceful way possible, for principles of  
democracy, equality, and non- exclusivist opportunities for 
self- determination for each people. It is too late to care about 
whether the results of those struggles will be one state, two 
states, or three states. This means, for example, advocating 
that Palestinians vote in East Jerusalem elections, which they 
still have the legal right to do. Even a partial mobilization of 
that enormous population could transform governance of the 
city, establishing an inspiring precedent for deep political  
alliances between Palestinians and Jews. Israeli Jews seeking 
to change Israel into the kind of country that could change 
itself should follow Avrum Burg’s example and support the 
predominantly Arab Joint List. The potential of that list to 
mobilize Jewish liberals, doves, and progressives is substan-
tial. We all know many Jews who voted Meretz only out of 
nostalgia but whose hearts were with the Joint List. When 
that alliance has twenty to twenty- five seats, change will 
come to Israel. After all, can anyone imagine a Democratic 
president in Washington without a genuine working alliance 
between liberals, African Americans, and Latinos?

On the international plane, we should strongly support the 
BDS movement’s focus on the Occupation and all the evils  
associated with it. From boycotts against German companies 

Women from the Jewish settlement of  Neve Dekalim refuse to be evacuated by Israeli soldiers during Israel’s disengagement from Gaza in 2005.   
The extremism of the new Israeli government ensures that settlements like these will continue to expand.
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require a political bargain between an Israeli government 
and a plausible Palestinian partner that included all major 
forces, otherwise no credible commitments could be guaran-
teed. Moreover, without very strong international pressure, 
even the relevant negotiations would not take place. Thus 
one political strategy would involve ratcheting up the pres-
sure on the Israeli government and also on the intransigent 
elements on the Palestinian side. This strategy could also 
include agitating for increased international recognition of 
the Palestinian State by individual states, as well as pass-
ing detailed resolutions aiming at a solution in various inter-
national bodies.

A grassroots program of boycotts, divestment, and sanc-
tions aiming at targeted sectors of the Israeli economy — for 
example, sectors engaged in war production and settle-
ment financing, as well as companies based in West Bank  
settlements — could also be effective. Boycotting Israeli cul-
tural and academic institutions would be unwise in this 
context, since calls for academic boycott can result in the 
advocates of all forms of boycott — including more narrowly 
targeted boycotts — being branded as anti- Semitic.

Supporting movement toward a federal system within a 
single territorial state in Israel/Palestine would require a dif-
ferent but certainly not incompatible political strategy. Here 
the South African example of dealing with a system of legal 
apartheid could be helpful. After all, the goal of this strat-
egy would be equal citizenship within an entirely new politi-
cal design, and that very thing was accomplished through a 
comprehensive set of negotiations among an inclusive set of 
political actors in South Africa. Local political groups such 
as the African National Congress were the driving forces 
behind this accomplishment, with external boycotts play-
ing a relatively minor role in moving toward that outcome. 
Nevertheless, the pressure exerted by the international com-
munity — and especially the international community’s open 
condemnation of apartheid and its delegitimation of the  
regime based on the apartheid system — was important.

The politics of a campaign to end legal apartheid within 
the current Israeli control system would require an analo-
gous form of political agency. The recent elections in Israel 
were disastrous overall, but they did allow for the emergence 

The current Israeli government has no interest in 
any plausible version of a two- state solution. The cur-
rent government also has no intention whatsoever of 
affirming equal citizenship of the Arab inhabitants 

of the West Bank within the overall Israeli control system. 
So what now?

The inclusion of  Isaac Herzog in a unity government would 
not have altered Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s  
interest in the perpetuation of the current state of affairs, 
which can best be described as either indefinite occu pation 
or a system tending toward apartheid. Neither is acceptable 
either morally or in current international law.

I agree with Michael Lerner’s creative proposal in this 
issue of Tikkun: the notion that liberal and progressive Jews 
should continue to imagine and support both a viable two- 
state solution and an egalitarian one within the territorial 
boundaries of the current control system, the old Palestin-
ian Mandate. There is no need to make a definitive choice  
between them. Though both outcomes are unlikely in the 
short or middle term, both remain within the realm of possi-
bility. Depending on the nature of the solutions, either could 
be just, and there is no moral reason why a larger state of all 
its citizens would be preferable to two smaller states. 

In their best versions, the two- state and one- state solu-
tions could be seen as converging in some form of federal 
association of two peoples within the larger territory, as 
Hannah Arendt once proposed. To overcome doubts about 
the one- state, majoritarian solution, it is desirable to think 
of the one- state arrangement once again as a federal system 
that would involve a high degree of autonomy for both peo-
ples, as in the UN Special Committee Minority Proposal of 
1947. Conversely, to overcome doubts about the viability of 
the two- state solution, it would be important to revive, at the 
very least, the UN General Assembly’s Partition Plan for an 
economic union that could become the foundation for some 
form of political federation as well.

We cannot tell today, from a strategic point of view, which 
of the two options would have more chances of realization or 
be less utopian in the long term. What is clear, however, is 
that they would require two different political strategies and 
two different international roles. A two- state solution would 
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Moving Beyond the  
One- State/Two- State Debate
BY A NDR E W A R AT O
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encouragement of violent insurgency would be disastrous. 
The late Edward Said, toward the end of his life, realized 
the disastrous role violent tactics played in pushing Israeli 
opinion to the right. 

I also believe that the nonviolent push for cultural boycotts 
could have counterproductive effects. Rather than be boy-
cotted, Israeli artists, intellectuals, and academics should be  
encouraged to produce a better binational politics. Only 
more, rather than less, discussion can help move them  
toward such a goal. Even though Palestinian activists have 
issued a call for people worldwide to engage in cultural and 
academic boycotts, we each have a responsibility to dif-
ferentiate to the best of our abilities between tactics that 
can have a productive role and those whose results will be  
exactly the opposite of an imaginable scenario of peace and  
reconciliation. 

of one encouraging new development: the Joint List, now in 
the Knesset, which could play a similar role to the one the 
African National Congress played in South Africa. The Joint 
List as a whole is an Arab- Jewish formation. Its membership 
is mixed, and the leader of the Hadash political party (an 
Israeli political party with communist roots) has become a 
preeminent figure within the group.

I believe that the Joint List could become an effective  
political actor if its Arab- Jewish character and its secular 
component grow stronger. The Joint List could greatly ben-
efit from external Jewish support: Jewish groups globally 
should encourage an alliance between the Joint List and  
organizations on the left of the Israeli spectrum, such as 
Peace Now and Meretz, however weak they have become. 

Let me end by stressing that for an Arab- Jewish poli-
tics aiming at the refoundation of Israel/Palestine, the 

Israel’s Human Shields Defense
Shielding Israeli War Crimes

BY OVA DI A E ZR A

The israeli- palestinian confrontation has reached  
the phase where no one seems to care any longer 
about jus in bello (justice in the course of warfare), 
let alone reducing the levels of brutality. Restoring 

trust or fidelity between the belligerents seems irrelevant to 
the parties concerned — the most we can hope for is restoring 
sanity, especially with regard to mercy and sensitivity toward 
human life and suffering. However, such a process requires 
sincere and honest efforts currently unavailable, so it seems 
the only way to restore a semblance of restraint is to force 
both sides to follow the requirements of international law. 
In this category I include the Geneva Conventions (and their 
additional protocols), the Hague Conventions, and first and 
foremost, the Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court. 

I concern myself here with one particular example of the 
aggression and brutality of the conflict: the Israeli accusa-
tion that Palestinians used civilians as human shields dur-
ing “Operation Protective Edge,” the Israeli military’s code 
name for the confrontation that raged in the summer of 
2014. This accusation, and the actions that the Israeli army 
attempted to justify with it, make clear the desperate need 

for belligerents in Israel/Palestine to abide by jus in bello as 
it is defined by international humanitarian law.

There is no doubt about the most conspicuous and disturb-
ing characteristic of Operation Protective Edge: both sides 
totally ignored noncombatant immunity. There was, how-
ever, no symmetry, no moral equivalence. The Palestinians 
routinely lobbed mortar shells and primitive missiles toward 
Israeli towns, cities, and settlements. By way of stark con-
trast, Israelis used the latest fighter- bombers, assault heli-
copters, artillery, tanks, and gunboats against Palestinian 
targets. Both sides acted indiscriminately. However, Israeli 
citizens were somewhat protected by bomb shelters and other 
secure spaces. In addition, a very efficient antimissile system 
known as the “Iron Dome” intercepted over 90 percent of 
the primitive Palestinian weapons. Civilians in Gaza, on the 
other hand, were totally exposed to bombing and shooting. 

Not surprisingly, the numbers and proportions of casual-
ties sustained by each side are significantly different. Accord-
ing to the UN (BBC, September 1, 2014), seventy- two Israelis 
(sixty- six soldiers and six civilians) and one Thai citizen were 
killed. The UN also reported that at least 2,104 Palestinians 
died, including 1,462 civilians (among them 495 children and 

ovadia ezra is a professor of philosophy at Tel Aviv University. He thanks Ron Hirschbein, his friend, fellow peace seeker, and professor 
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The logic of using a human shield is grounded on the  
assumption that your enemy respects the conventions of war. 
These conventions, according to Michael Walzer’s Just and 
Unjust Wars, “rest more deeply on a certain view of non-
combatants, which holds that they are men and women with 
rights and that they cannot be used for some military pur-
pose, even if it is a legitimate purpose.” This idea requires, 
first and foremost, that “noncombatants cannot be attacked 
at any time. They can never be the objects or the targets of 
military activity.” 

Walzer’s view is a reasonable interpretation of Article 51 
of the Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Convention, ad-
opted June 8, 1977, which declares that 1) “the civilian popu-
lation and individual civilians shall enjoy general protection 
against dangers arising from military operations,” and 2) 
“the civilian population as such, as well as individual civil-
ians, shall not be the object of attack.” Article 13 of Addi-
tional Protocol II reiterates both of these injunctions.

An exception is sometimes claimed to these interna-
tional accords: in the event that noncombatant immunity is 
strictly respected by one belligerent, the other belligerent —  
especially when it suffers from military inferiority — may use 
civilians as human shields, to prevent the other side from 
attacking targets whose damage or destruction might cause 
noncombatant injury. In my view, such a use of civilians is 
one of the most blatant violations of the declaration of the 
1899 Hague Convention, which refers to noncombatant  
immunity. This exception exploits noncombatants. 

The prohibition against using civilians as human shields 
is anchored in several other legal sources, such as the Third 

253 women). Although an Israeli government official told the 
BBC that 1,000 “terrorists” were killed, the UN figures sug-
gest that 69 percent of Palestinian deaths were of civilians. 

In short, by ignoring noncombatant immunity, Israeli 
operations indiscriminately destroyed much of Gaza’s life- 
sustaining infrastructure. The UN estimates that around 
18,000 housing units were destroyed or severely damaged, 
leaving 108,000 Palestinians homeless. These events merit 
a separate discussion, one devoted to determining the cir-
cumstances that compelled the Palestinian decision to attack 
civilian targets first (for example, the lack of discriminate 
or accurate weapons, particularly for long distances, or their 
complete military inferiority, which caused them to choose 
guerrilla fighting tactics, etc.). However, I am interested 
here in analyzing just one part of this broader picture: the 
political context of the Israeli accusation that Palestinian 
insurgents used civilians — if not the Gazan infrastructure 
itself — as a human shield. The Israeli Ministry of Foreign  
Affairs claimed that Palestinians tried “to prevent the  
Israeli Air Force from attacking operatives’ houses” and from  
attacking other targets of military value by resorting to the 
use of human shields.

Human Shields: A Brief History
Before returning to a consideration of Operation Protective 
Edge and Israeli allegations about the use of human shields, 
a brief survey of the origins of this tactic in combat will be 
helpful for understanding the prohibition against using 
human shields in warfare, and the limitations and restraints 
this prohibition imposes on combat. 

A man stands in front of his destroyed home in Beit Hanoun, a part of Gaza that Israel bombarded in summer 2014.  The destruction left approximately 
180,000 Gazans homeless.
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At this juncture, I will not dig deeper into the legal dispute 
about whether civilians should be coerced into becoming 
human shields. At this point, a neglected question emerges: 
could Hamas have used open spaces or unpopulated areas 
for its military forces to reduce the huge number of casu-
alties? Israeli forces failed to ask: did Gazan civilians have  
anywhere to escape while Hamas launched missiles from 
their neighborhoods? 

The answers to these questions may be found by examin-
ing a map. The population of the Gaza strip is approximately 
1.8 million people, and its total area is 360 square kilometers. 
For the sake of comparison, the largest U.S. military base, 
Fort Bragg, occupies 163,000 acres, or about 650 square  
kilometers — nearly twice the area of Gaza. Forty- three per-
cent of this dense population is composed of children under 
fourteen. These data, together with some other details (for 
example, there is no airport or naval port from which civil-
ians can leave the area) demonstrate a tragic situation in 
which people cannot find shelter or escape to a safer place. 
They are, de facto, confined to their houses and neighbor-
hoods. In Gaza City, for example, the only open space to 
which people can escape is the beach. According to Reuters 
(July 16, 2014), children playing soccer on Gaza’s beach were 
bombed by an Israeli ship. Four of them died. 

What’s salient is that the people in Gaza were not moved 
or forced by anybody to serve as human shields. What’s 
tragically overlooked is that they could not move anywhere 
else while Hamas launched missiles and rockets from their 
vicinity. In some sense they became virtual hostages of 
Hamas — there were no other options. However, they could 
have been relatively safe if Israeli attacks had been discrimi-
nate and precise. A reasonable and precautionary response 
by the Israeli military forces could easily have reduced the 
number of noncombatant casualties. The fact that the Israeli 
army (according to Haaretz, August 15, 2014) indiscrimi-
nately fired at least 32,000 artillery shells shows that the 
Israelis ignored thousands of civilian casualties. Likewise, 
Israeli forces cavalierly demolished houses and civilian infra-
structure. Gaza civilians were de facto hostages — helpless 
victims of indiscriminate Israeli tactics. 

Could Israel’s indiscriminate tactics be justified by those 
who accept the doctrine of “military necessity”? Walzer 
explains that this doctrine “justifies not only whatever is 
necessary to win the war, but also whatever is necessary to 
reduce the risk of losing, or simply to reduce losses or the 
likelihood of losses in the course of the war.” However, the 
overall number of casualties and losses cannot be justified 
by saving the lives of Israeli troops. There was no existential 
threat to Israel.

Another possible justification for Israel’s indiscriminate 
tactics could have been “the doctrine of double effect.” As 
Walzer explains,

Geneva Convention, Article 23, which mandates that “no 
prisoner of war may at any time be sent to, or detained in 
areas where he may be exposed to the fire of the combat zone, 
nor may his presence be used to render certain points or areas 
immune from military operations.” Additionally, the Fourth 
Geneva Convention, Article 28, mandates that “the pres-
ence of a protected person may not be used to render certain 
points or areas immune from military operations.” Finally, 
Article 12 of additional Protocol I to the Geneva Convention 
insists, “Under no circumstances shall medical units be used 
in an attempt to shield military objectives from attack.” 

Moreover, the Rome Statute of the International Crimi-
nal Court, Article 8, states that it is a war crime to utilize 
“the presence of a civilian or other protected person to ren-
der certain points, areas or military forces immune from 
military operations.” Perhaps the most relevant prohibition  
regarding the use of civilians as human shields in a military 
operation is Article 51 of Additional Protocol I. This para-
graph states:

The presence or movements of the civilian population or indi-
vidual civilians shall not be used to render certain points 
or areas immune from military operations, in particular in  
attempts to shield military objectives from attacks or to shield, 
favour or impede military operations. The Parties to the con-
flict shall not direct the movement of the civilian population 
or individual civilians in order to attempt to shield military 
objectives from attacks or to shield military operations.

Moreover, the Customary International Humanitarian Law, 
Rule 97, specifically refers to human shields and prohibits 
their use. Accordingly, such tactics are condemned. 

Disputed Accusations
But did the Palestinians actually use civilians as human 
shields? Reporters in Gaza at that time said they did not see 
any evidence that would have supported Israeli accusations 
in this regard. Anne Barnard and Jodi Rudoren wrote in 
The New York Times (July 24, 2014), “Nothing is ever so clear 
in the complex and often brutal calculus of urban warfare. 
There is no evidence that Hamas and other militants force 
civilians to stay in areas that are under attack.” A similar 
claim was raised by Jeremy Bowen (The New Statesman, 
July 22, 2014), who “saw no evidence during [his] week in 
Gaza of Israel’s accusation that Hamas uses Palestinians as 
human shields.” On the other hand, Barnard and Rudoren 
admit that “it is indisputable that Gaza militants operate in 
civilian areas, draw return fire to civilian structures, and on 
some level benefit in the diplomatic arena from the rising 
casualties. They also have at times encouraged residents not 
to flee their homes when alerted by Israel to a pending strike 
and, having prepared extensively for war, did not build civil-
ian bomb shelters.” 
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accuse Israel of causing war crimes by failing to do so. For 
example, Article 8, Section 2 (b) in part defines as war crimes 
any actions of

 (i) Intentionally directing attacks against the civilian popu-
lation as such or against individual civilians not taking direct 
part in hostilities;
 (ii) Intentionally directing attacks against civilian objects, 
that is, objects which are not military objectives . . . ;
 (iv) Intentionally launching an attack in the knowledge that 
such attack will cause incidental loss of life or injury to civil-
ians or damage to civilian objects . . . ;
 (v) Attacking or bombarding, by whatever means, towns, 
villages, dwellings or buildings which are undefended and 
which are not military objectives . . . ;

To be sure, these are not the only protocols that could be 
used to define the Israeli indiscriminate bombing as war 
crimes. Even if we accept the accusation that Palestinian  
civilians were exploited as human shields, a question  
remains: what should the Israelis have done? As Asa Kasher, 
the author of the IDF ethics code, argues in the Jewish  
Review of Books (Fall 2014), “Human shields may be attacked 
together with the terrorists, but attempts should be made to 
minimize collateral damage among them, even though those 
who act willingly are, in fact, accomplices of Hamas.”

And what of the claim that Hamas was the first to vio-
late the war conventions? Even if this were the case, a simple 
precept of ethics should be clear: two wrongs do not make 
a right. Using human shields does not justify another viola-
tion of the conventions of war in response. Both violations 
should be judged, but I think that the number of noncomba-
tant casualties on the Palestinian side strongly suggests that 
Israelis intentionally hit civilian targets — a crime worthy of 
the World Court’s attention. 

It is permitted to perform an act likely to have evil conse-
quences (the killing of noncombatants) provided the following 
four conditions hold:
 1) The act is good in itself or at least indifferent, which 
means, for our purposes, that it is a legitimate act of war.
 2) The direct effect is morally acceptable — the destruction of 
military supplies, for example, or the killing of enemy soldiers.
 3) The intention of the actor is good, that is, he aims only at 
the acceptable effect; the evil effect is not one of his ends, nor 
is it a means to his ends.
 4) The good effect is sufficiently good to compensate for  
allowing the evil effect.

The Israelis may claim that the direct effect they antici-
pated was destroying the launchers and putting an end to 
the launching of missiles toward Israel. However, reference 
to missile launch statistics reveals no significant changes 
in the numbers of missiles launched toward Israel over the 
fifty days of the operation. So this justification fails. Another 
possible effect may have been the killing of Hamas fighters, 
but this claim is not consistent with the Israeli assertion that 
most of the fighters and commanders were hiding in under-
ground bunkers and shelters. The only vulnerable victims 
were the noncombatants. 

The Case for Israeli War Crimes
With no good justification, Israel tried to blame the Pales-
tinians for the disastrous killing of civilians by arguing that 
they were used as human shields. As I have pointed out, this 
is an unfair accusation, given Gaza’s geography and demog-
raphy. And even if it were the case, the Israelis should have  
restrained their reaction and used more discriminating 
weapons during the course of warfare. The Rome Statute 
of the International Criminal Court could thus be used to 

Israeli civilians duck and cover to protect themselves from an incoming rocket.  While the civilian casualties of Israel’s wars with Hamas have been 
overwhelmingly Palestinian, the sense of danger and insecurity felt by Israelis continues to push Israeli voters to the right.
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In light of the total deadlock on the question of Pales-
tine, a group of Israelis and Palestinians is developing an 
original vision of peace, which under the current circum-
stance is becoming more relevant than ever: “two states, 

one homeland.”
 Following Netanyahu’s return to power, a sense of despair 
engulfed the peace camp in Israel, Palestine, and beyond. 
Indeed, the Likud Party’s policy of strongly supporting Jew-
ish colonization of the West Bank and recent vicious Israeli 
attacks on Gaza make peace based on the two- state solution 
seem like a disappearing mirage. Deep divisions among the 
Palestinians and waves of Hamas- inspired violence against 
Israeli civilians further this impression.

Moreover, even if a Palestinian state is miraculously estab-
lished in the near future, it is likely to become a small “ghetto 
state” with severely limited sovereignty and a source of con-
stant grievance. Further, the “divorce” model between Israel 
and Palestine is likely to heighten conflict over core issues 
such as Jerusalem (to be redivided), settlements (to be mostly 

forcefully removed, causing havoc in Jewish society), the  
Palestinian right of return (to be ignored, causing major ten-
sions in Palestinian society), and the status of the Palestin-
ians in Israel (to remain dangerously marginal). Hence, even 
if an agreement is achieved, there remains high likelihood of 
new eruptions between two disgruntled ethnocratic states.

Some people believe that the failure of the two- state solu-
tion will “naturally” lead to a one- state solution. But these 
calls, increasingly popular among Palestinians, appear to be 
simplistic, expressing wishful thinking for possibilities out-
side the political field. Let us remember that no state is likely 
to give up its independence and sovereignty, least of all Israel. 
Why would Israelis support merging with Palestine and the 
creation of a single state with a future Arab majority? Why 
would Israel, a state of refugees itself, give up its hard- earned 
sovereignty?

Hence, neither a two- state nor a one- state solution  
appears to offer a feasible, let alone desirable, end to the con-
flict. Given this deadlock, what now?

Children of the bilingual, binational Wahat al-Salam–Neve Shalom community hold a sign demanding peace. Founded in 1969, this oasis of peace offers 
proof that harmonious coexistence is possible.

A New Horizon for Peace
An Israel- Palestine Union

BY OR EN Y IF TACHEL

oren yiftachel teaches political geography at Ben- Gurion University of the Negev. He has been active in several human rights organizations 
and served as chair of the board of B’Tselem. His opinions do not represent the policies of any of the above organizations.
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In an attempt to think “outside the box,” a group of Pales-
tinians and Israelis recently arrived at a new vision, which 
we titled, “two states, one homeland.” We propose that Pales-
tine and Israel function as a union or confederation: two sov-
ereign entities that agree to cooperate on certain matters, 
with open borders to all citizens of the member states. This 
path to peace will better address most core issues of the con-
flict and bypass many of the huge obstacles and dislocations 
deriving from either a two- state or a one- state solution.

We believe that the whole land, from the Jordan River to 
the Mediterranean Sea, is the national homeland for both 
Jews and Palestinians. This strong attachment is central to 
mutual recognition and progress toward reconciliation. Such 
recognition will allay many Israeli fears and allow the estab-
lishment of a fully sovereign Palestinian state in the West 
Bank and Gaza.

In the union that we envision, Jewish settlements willing 
to keep the peace and pay for their land will be allowed to  
remain under Palestinian sovereignty. Jerusalem will become 
a genuinely united and equal city and the capital of both 
states under a special regime, resembling the Brussels model. 
The city will be jointly governed by Israelis and Palestinians 
with strong international and interreligious involvement.

The Palestinian right of return will be recognized, but  
implemented only within Palestine. Yet when refugees receive 
Palestinian citizenship, the principle of freedom of movement 
will enable their reconnection to places from which they have 
been evicted. The Palestinians in Israel will receive national 

minority status, with appropriate collective rights. Israel and 
Palestine will establish a series of joint institutions to man-
age joint concerns such as environmental threats, natural 
resources, economic development, labor movements, and 
human rights.

Such a vision allows for Israeli and Palestinian self- 
determination while creating a more stable and decolonized 
binational setting, as well as a geographical and legal plat-
form for prosperity. These can be achieved in the union with-
out compromising the rights of either Israelis or Palestinians.

The new movement has gathered support from grass-
roots action and organization, and now has several hundred 
members. It aims to work from below and capture the minds 
and hearts of Palestinians, Israelis, and international com-
munities. It offers fresh and original answers to many of the 
profound problems ignored by the solutions “on the table.” It 
also draws on successful confederational agreements in past 
areas of conflict, such as Canada, Bosnia, and most famously, 
the European Union.

We believe that this vision can instill hope for reformulat-
ing a significant joint movement of Israelis and Palestinians 
working politically to end Israeli colonization and finally 
move seriously toward a reachable, just, and stable peace.

International pressure and support are critical to the pos-
sible success of an Israeli- Palestinian union. We hence reach 
out to diaspora Jews and Palestinians to join the movement 
or promote the initiative’s just, realistic, and progressive 
ideas. To learn more, visit tikkun.org/yiftachel. 

State- Building Can Pave  
the Way to Statehood
Lessons from Kurdistan

BY R EU V EN K IMEL M A N

How did the Palestinians’ odds for statehood and 
those of the Kurds get reversed in twenty years? The 
Kurds have spent several decades, especially the last, 
constructing the educational, economic, military, 

and political institutions for statehood. Most telling is the 
growth in women’s rights and the decline in family honor 
killings. Turning from killing women and Turks to building 
Kurdish autonomy, the Kurds are achieving growing inter-
national support for their bid for statehood.

Similarly, the case for Palestinian statehood will not be 
made by bashing Israel, by arguing for the moral superiority 
of one’s narrative and one’s victimhood, or by asking what  
is good for Israel alone. The real question is what is good  
for the Palestinians. A people slaughtered by Arab Jorda-
nians and Lebanese Christians in the 1970s, expelled by  
Kuwaitis in the 1990s, and massacred by Syrian Muslims in 
our day deserve better. They deserve a modern, democratic 
state.

reuven kimelman is a professor of Near Eastern and Judaic studies at Brandeis University.
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public education (especially for women), freedom of the press 
and speech, the right to strike and to bargain collectively, 
oppo sition political parties, an independent judiciary, and 
transparency in government budgets and outside funding. 
It entails demanding an answer to why, after twenty years 
of billion- dollar handouts, there is still a need for 100 mil-

lion dollars from Qatar to bankroll the 
payroll of the Palestinian government. 
In addition, to win widespread interna-
tional support for Palestinian statehood 
there needs to be a reduction in the rate 
of domestic violence, especially family 
honor killings; of government corrup-
tion; and of the persecution and decline 
of Christians. The Palestinian entities 
are not only  Judenrein (“cleansed” of 
Jews) but threaten to be  Christianrein, 
as well. Why should Israel be the sole 
Middle Eastern country that is safe for 
Christians and where the Christian 
population is actually growing?

Since the absence of minority rights 
paves the way for the absence of major-
ity rights, namely the rights of individu-
als comprising the majority, a contin-
gent of Jews must remain to guarantee 
the collective and individual rights of 
Christians and others. One thing is 
clear: blaming Israel is not the path 
to statehood. Were the Kurds to con-
tinue to blame their woes, legitimately 
or otherwise, exclusively on Iraq or 
Syria, they would be wallowing in the 
same no- win situation. The last thing 
the Middle East needs is another failed 
state that blames others for its flaws.

The number of Israelis who advocate 
holding all of Judea and Samaria for  
security reasons far exceeds the number 
of those who want to do so for cultural, 
historical, and ideological reasons. 
Progress on Palestinian state- building 
would ease their fears, creating more 
flexibility on the political front. What 
greater boon for Israelis and Palestin-
ians than a viable, peaceful, democratic 
state along their longest border? 

What would it take to create a modern, democratic Pales-
tine? First, periodic free elections (why tolerate a reality 
where once elected there are no elections again?). However, 
for elections to foster a democratic society, there must be 
a supporting political culture and civil society. Otherwise, 
it will remain one- man- one- vote- one- time. This entails 

International support will play a major role in determining whether Palestinians win their bid 
for statehood, just as it did for Israel. Top: David Ben-Gurion signs the Israeli Declaration of 
Independence in 1948. Bottom: Mahmoud Abbas celebrates after the UN General Assembly votes  
to grant Palestine observer state status in 2012.
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The way forward must be for the world and the Israeli pub-
lic to recognize the apartheid regime in Israel and act to end 
it. Boycott, divestment, sanctions, trade embargo, and a ban 
on arms exports would send a clear message to Israeli leaders 
and the public at large. Once Israeli politicians lose their for-
eign patrons and oversee economic decline and isolation, they 
will be under tremendous pressure — internal and external —  
to work to end oppression and apartheid and to accept equal 
rights for Palestinians. 

C ounting on a “left- wing” election victory to pro-
duce change in Israeli policy is naïve. A quick review 
of history reveals that Labor governments not only 
have led most of Israel’s wars against its neighbors, 

but also spearheaded settlement expansion in the West 
Bank. Labor leaders, including David Ben- Gurion and Shi-
mon Peres, have presided over countless massacres and war 
crimes. Moreover, Israeli society has been shifting to the far 
right, so much so that Ariel Sharon became a centrist figure 
and Tzipi Livni is now a left- wing leader. It is therefore criti-
cal to understand the core issues of the conflict in order to 
move forward in a productive way.

Before one begins to explore solutions to any given issue, 
one must explore all dimensions of the problem: not only how 
it manifests on the surface, but also the structural frame-
work that allows the problem to persist. The past twenty- five 
years of the “peace process” provide ample evidence of the 
devastating effect of haphazard solutions that are not based 
on a proper understanding of the nature of the conflict. A 
just and sustainable resolution for the conflict in Palestine/
Israel requires recognizing the underlying issues at its heart. 
Only by addressing them can peace building begin.

Israel’s founding in 1948 was a coronation of the Zionist 
Organization’s efforts. As a colonial enterprise, the Zionist 
Organization and subsequently Israel have always relied on 
the support of a major power patron: Britain at first, then 
France, and currently the United States. The self- proclaimed 
Jewish State was founded on ethnic cleansing and the  
removal of the indigenous population to make way for Jew-
ish immigrants. It started with the forced removal of over 
700,000 indigenous Palestinians from their land and the 
destruction of more than 400 villages in 1948. 

This destruction is still ongoing. Today, about 4.5 million 
Palestinians live under the Israeli Occupation in the West 
Bank and Gaza. They have no voting rights and Israel deprives 
them of their basic human rights. Palestinians with Israeli 
citizenship are treated as third- class citizens and Sephardic 
Jews are considered second- class citizens. Thus, over 70 per-
cent of the people under Israel’s rule have either no rights or 
are, at best, subject to constant, systematic discrimination.
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Israeli Elections Won’t  
End Oppression in Palestine/Israel
BY A MER SHURR A B

amer shurrab is a human rights advocate from Gaza, Palestine, based in New York. He has spoken on college campuses and in communities 
across the United States about the atrocities and oppression of the Israeli Occupation in Palestine.

Post (Visit Palestine) or The Guillotine by Amer Shomali is a satirical 
adaptation of a 1936 tourism poster designed by Franz Kraus. Here,  
the separation wall blocks the view of Jerusalem that Kraus had hoped 
would entice tourists to visit Palestine.
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As you can see by reading the articles we gathered for this 
section, there are wide differences in fundamental under-
standings of what caused the current situation and what will 
heal or transform it. 

I made clear in my introduction to this section the posi-
tion of Tikkun: that change in the Middle East may require 
change in the West on a fundamental level so that people 
come to recognize that “homeland security” is more likely 
to be achieved through generosity (for example, through a 
Global Marshall Plan like the one described at tikkun.org/
gmp) than through a strategy of domination. Yet it is difficult 
to persuade others of this, because strategies of domination 
have been the status quo for the past 10,000 years, roughly 
corresponding to the years of class oppression, having 

emerged with patriarchal societies. We pray that 
these strategies of militarism and domi nation 
will pass in the way that patriarchal societies are 
beginning to pass in the contemporary world, bit 
by bit. 

But Tikkun doesn’t seek ideological unity 
among our authors. We seek to create a “big 
tent” in which the most important issues facing  
humanity can be discussed with mutual respect-
fulness and humility. I think we achieved that in 
this section, and I’ll be happy to read your letters 
to the editor in response, some of which we might 
decide to publish in the magazine or on our web-
site. You can send them to letters@tikkun.org  
and share additional responses with me at  
rabbilerner.tikkun@gmail.com.
Tikkun has an activist arm, the Network of 

Spiritual Progressives, which seeks to generate  
a new public discussion to challenge strategies  
of domination. You can help by joining our 
campaign for the Global Marshall Plan: please 
urge your own professional organization, union, 
church, synagogue, mosque, political party, social  
change organization, civic group, student organi-
zation, city council, state legislature, or congres-
sional representatives to endorse it. Doing so will 
start conversations that are the first important 
steps in challenging the dominant discourse. 
Join us at: spiritualprogressives.org/join. 

K ing solomon, reputed to be one of the wisest  
ancient kings, decided to create a ring for himself 
bearing a message that would always be true. The 
message he chose? “This too will pass.”

 The conflict between Israel and Palestine will also pass. 
A new generation will arise that is no longer traumatized by 
the past and no longer believes that its interests are served by 
engaging in this struggle. 

We, sadly, live “in the meantime.” 
And we have a huge responsibility to hasten the day when 

trauma will be replaced by mutual affirmation and reconcili-
ation, or steps in that direction sufficient to make it possible 
for that new generation to grow up without the traumas of 
the past. 

Closing Thoughts on  
“What’s Next for Israel/Palestine?”
BY MICH A EL L ER NER

Congressman Keith Ellison (D-Minn.) studies a copy of the Global Marshall Plan. Rep. 
Ellison has endorsed Tikkun’s plan to shift from a strategy of domination to a strategy  
of generosity and plans to introduce a new House resolution in support of it.
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yard. Squinting into the freckled sun under the shade of the 
oak tree, I am touching the mossy hollows in the enormous 
tree roots where I often created dwellings for my Fisher Price 
play people.

Although I managed to drift away from the violence as it 
was occurring, this image of my dad kicking my sister tracks 
me down well into the future, insisting that I bear it full wit-
ness. The most recent time I was jerked back to that gold 
carpet scene was when I saw the image of Tariq’s bloody face.

After being pulled back into this memory of family vio-
lence, I kept experiencing an intense feeling of dread con-
nected to my dad’s violence but also to the current violence in 
Palestine. As I watched atrocities unfold in Gaza, I felt frozen 
in a helpless witness role, forced to watch violence that was 
out of my control but for which I felt responsible.

To take action around Gaza, I had to work through this 
memory of being unable to prevent the violence that I wit-
nessed as a kid. I had to face the dread that was pulling me 
into a response from the past rather than allowing me to 
feel deeply connected to the current crisis in Gaza and to act 
from that place of feeling.

Healing from Childhood Violence
My healing process has been structured by my dad’s absence. 
How do you grieve the loss of someone who has hurt you 
deeply and violently? My dad has been dead for half my life 
now, but his violence lives in me, impacting how I inhabit my 
body, navigate intimacy, and even respond to the political 
world around me. 

While we often think of personal healing as completely 
separate from social justice work, in truth the two are deeply 
intertwined. My efforts to heal from my father’s violence 
have deeply impacted my political activism.

When I was in my twenties, I refused to consciously  
acknowledge my dad’s impact, telling myself he had noth-
ing to do with my chronic insomnia, nightmares, or pain. At 
some point on the day of his yahrtzeit (the anniversary of  his 
death), I would feel nauseated, remember what day it was, 
and quickly try to forget I had remembered.

When the photos of  Tariq Abu Khdeir’s bloated 
face with blackened and swollen eyes first  
appeared on my Facebook feed in the summer of 
2014, I quickly scrolled away from them. I had 

read his story: I knew he was a fifteen- year- old Palestin-
ian American who was beaten and kicked unconscious by 
the police while protesting the murder and abduction of his 
cousin in East Jerusalem. I knew his story was not unusual, 
but that it had reached the mainstream media because he 
was an American citizen whose attack was caught on video. 

When I finally watched the video of the police beating 
Tariq, I was snatched out of the present and into a particu-
larly violent incident from my childhood.

Flashback to Childhood 
It is 3 am. My sixteen- year- old sister is lying on her side 
on the carpeted living room floor. The dark gold carpet is  
divided into puffy sections separated by flat lines, which look 
like little roads winding through golden fields.

My dad is standing over her, kicking her. A scar marks the 
northeast corner of my dad’s forehead, which turns a deeper 
red than the rest of his face when he is angry.

Driving back to our house after a late night, my sister had 
crashed our family car, a Dodge Dart, into a parked car. 
Metal collided with metal, crumpling the Dart until it was 
totaled. My sister was unharmed — that is, until my dad got 
to her.

My sister is now curling up into a ball to protect herself, 
while my dad kicks her in the side again and again. Blood 
soaks into the golden fields, but when I see the stains the 
next day, the blood looks as though it has seeped out of the 
land beneath it — evidence of violent crimes committed deep 
within the earth.

I am watching, curled up in a dark gold– and olive- striped 
chair, afraid he is going to kill my sister. I don’t know how 
to stop the violence, and for this, I feel ashamed. Gnaw-
ing at my cuticles until they bleed, I try to rip myself out of 
the scene unfolding before me. I transport myself through 
parted olive drapes, out the bay window, and into the front 
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Making Amends
Healing from Individual and Collective Trauma and Loss

BY W ENDY EL ISHE VA SOMERSON

wendy elisheva somerson, one of the founders of the Seattle chapter of Jewish Voice for Peace, believes that art, activism, and ritual help 
us envision and create the world to come. She is a somatic practitioner in Seattle.
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Eventually in my thirties, as I began reclaiming my Jewish 
identity, I started to observe his yahrtzeit with a conscious 
remembrance. I began by sharing positive memories of him. 
Talking with friends over a Shabbat dinner, I would describe 
the good qualities that I inherited from my father — his 
work ethic, sense of humor, and love of cats. I thought this 
might help me “forgive” him, which is what we are often 
told that we must do in order to heal and move on. Yet as 
I dove deeper into my healing through somatic therapy (a 
type of therapy that addresses how we hold trauma in our 
whole selves — body, mind, and spirit), I realized that the idea 
of healing through forgiveness was a ruse: jumping to for-
giveness was a way to bypass my feelings and rush to reso-
lution without doing the hard work of confronting trauma 
and pain. I needed, instead, to truly mourn this double loss —  
the loss of an idealized father who would have protected in-
stead of violated me, as well as the loss of my actual father.

By encouraging us to forgive and forget and by offering 
strategies to numb our feelings, our society reinforces our 
own survival mechanisms, which often encourage us to dis-
sociate from traumatic experiences. But when we turn away 
from our pain, we end up practically dead ourselves — going 
through the motions of living without deeply feeling any-
thing. As I began acknowledging how deeply affected I was 
by this relationship, I started using my dad’s yahrtzeit as 
a time to grapple with the raw and bewildering feeling of 
deeply missing someone who had caused me harm.

This past year, on my dad’s yahrtzeit, I came to the realiza-
tion that my goal was not to forgive (or G-d forbid, forget) my 
dad’s violence, but to do enough healing to allow me to hold 
his full humanity, even as I recognized that he often treated 
me as less than human. Extending his humanity back to him 
through time is a gift I am working on giving him as I move 
into the next phase of my life, during which my dad will have 
been physically absent for longer than he was present.

A few years ago, during the High Holy Days, when I was 
reflecting about healing, I realized that there is a Jewish 
precedent for facing trauma as part of a spiritual process. 
One of the central concepts of the Days of Awe, teshuvah, 
which can be translated as a turn or return, asks that we 
turn to face our past. As we review our actions over the past 
year, we look into the gap that often exists between who we 
are and who we hope to be in the world. This return can be 
thought of as a turn away from denial and toward the painful 
places within and outside ourselves. When we ignore what 
exists in that gap, we end up being haunted and controlled 
by it. When we shine light on the painful places, we can begin 
to heal and make amends with others and within ourselves.

Until I turned and faced my father’s violence, I felt haunted 
by it, unable to shake it, but unable to fully feel it either. As a 
trauma survivor, I oscillated between suppressing all feeling 

and feeling like I was reliving the 
violence through a painful memory 
or flashback.

Confronting Israeli 
State Violence
My personal healing and politi-
cal work collided during Israel’s 
devastating attacks on Gaza in the 
summer of 2014. As a non- Zionist 
Jewish activist who has spent the 
last decade organizing against the 
Occupation of Palestinian land, I 
was horrified to witness the kill-
ing of over 2,000 Palestinians in 
Gaza. Entire extended families were  
destroyed as Israeli forces attacked  
Gaza, which is effectively an open- 
air prison less than five miles wide 
with borders controlled by Israel. 
Gaza’s infrastructure was deci-
mated, and nearly 500 children 
were killed.

During the summer of these at-
tacks on Gaza, I oscillated between 
numbness and painful flashbacks 
as I deepened my somatic heal-
ing work. When the Israeli attacks 
began, I felt horrified but numb. 
I couldn’t connect to my feelings 
about the violence being done in my 
name as a Jew. At other times a par-
ticularly violent image from Pales-
tine would spin me into an episode 
from my childhood.

And while there are clearly huge 
differences between the experience 
of violence in my Jewish family and 
Israeli state violence against Pales-
tinians, these forms of violence are 
also interconnected.

When I was a kid, my grandmom 
used to advise me repeatedly that, 
while friends are nice, you can only 
count on your family. I didn’t under-
stand until I was an adult that her 
distrust grew out of her experiences 
as a Jewish immigrant whose fam-
ily had fled pogroms in Lithuania, 
where all of their “friends” and 
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“To break free of feeling numb and 
powerless around Gaza,” Somerson writes, 
“I needed to confront my memories of 
being unable to prevent the violence that 
I witnessed as a child.”  Illustration by 
Travis Jaworski.
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arms around her. My sister and I were both kneeling on the 
gold carpet, crying in the past, as I comforted her. I was 
also weeping in the present. I felt the band of dread begin 
to loosen.

Nathan asked me to send the power ful love I held in my 
heart for my sister down into my diaphragm. As I streamed 
energy from my heart into the constricted band, my dia-
phragm began hum ming, vibrating, and opening. I felt my 
shoulders drop on each side. I began to release some of the 
shame I had been holding about being unable to stop my dad 
from harming my sister.

It was a relief to experience my love and care for my sister 
without my dad between us. While I consciously knew that 
my dad’s violence wasn’t my fault, I got to actually experience 
what should have happened that day: an adult stepping in to 
stop the violence.

Bringing the present to bear on that scene from my past 
allowed me to move from feeling like a powerless, isolated 
witness to feeling deeply connected to my sister. Feeling less 
powerless helped me become an active participant in my pres-
ent, so that I could show up to speak out against Israel’s vio-
lence and no longer feel frozen in shame and horror.

Activism and Ritual as  
Collective Healing
What is the collective equivalent of this healing process for 
Jews? We must turn to face and heal from Jewish historical 
trauma while simultaneously fighting Israel’s historical and 
ongoing oppression of Palestinians through education, rit-
ual, and protests. Channeling our Jewish outrage into mak-
ing teshuvah is not only politically crucial, it is also impera-
tive for our healing. Although as Jews, we have been treated 
as less than human in the past, we must not let our trauma 
dictate how we treat other people. We are reasserting our full 
humanity by making amends to honor and fight for the full 
humanity of the Palestinian people.

During the summer of 2014, I helped organize and partici-
pate in acts of civil disobedience and acts of ritual, to protest 
the Israeli attacks on Gaza and commemorate the Palestinian 
victims. Our Seattle chapter of Jewish Voice for Peace staged 
a die- in at Boeing, a major supplier of weapons to the Israeli 
Defense Forces, to draw attention to the way that Boeing prof-
ited from the attacks on Gaza. Nine activists, locked to one 
another, lay down across the crosswalk to block the entrance 
to Boeing while fifty others lay down on the sidewalk.

Earlier that morning, we met up at a park to prepare for 
the protest. I led us in a somatic centering practice to feel 
our deep connections to one another and to our collective 
commitment to Palestinian liberation. As we blocked the en-
trance and watched the police gather in their riot gear, many 

neighbors had turned against them. Being told as a child that 
I should never trust people outside the boundary of my fam-
ily contributed to my isolation and reinforced the idea that 
it was normal and safe to live with an unpredictably violent 
father.

A parallel notion of safety is passed down in Jewish fami-
lies and communities when we are told that the nation- state 
of Israel will keep us safe when anti- Jewish oppression 
arises. Jewish historical trauma has left many Jews so fear-
ful that we cannot see that we are using Jewish identity as 
the grounds to oppress Palestinians. This does not make 
Jews safer. Instead, it encourages people everywhere to con-
flate Jews with oppressive behavior, and it inflicts incredible 
trauma on Palestinians. It damages our collective Jewish 
soul by making Israelis into occupiers and the Jewish State 
synonymous with ethnic cleansing.

In both instances, I am told that the boundaries of my fam-
ily or the nation- state of Israel will keep me safe, and in both 
cases, the threat of violence is actually being created within 
these boundaries. This is the cycle of trauma; individuals 
or collectives of people who have not faced or healed from 
trauma end up lashing out at those who are not responsible 
for that trauma. Unable to escape the victim role, we believe 
we are still protecting ourselves, even when we end up in a 
dominant position of power and cause great harm. This is 
certainly the case with Israel, which was founded right after 
the trauma of the Nazi Holo caust. Forces such as European 
colonialism and racism contributed to the founding of the 
Israeli state, but Jewish leaders also channeled their outrage 
at the Holocaust into aggression against Palestinians.

Healing Through the Body
To break free of feeling numb and powerless around Gaza, 
I needed to confront my memories of being unable to pre-
vent the violence that I witnessed as a child. My younger self 
needed to see that there was a way out — I was no longer stuck 
in that timeless place of trauma. Nathan, my somatic prac-
titioner, helped me travel back to that memory. Our somatic 
session began with bodywork to help me feel my way into 
the story held in my muscles and bones. As I lay on the table, 
Nathan made contact with the band of dread across my dia-
phragm, which began squeezing painfully toward my center. 
Nathan moved us into the scene of trauma by describing that 
moment when my dad was kicking my sister. He yelled “Stop 
it” at my dad. But nothing happened; my dad wouldn’t stop. I 
watched once again as my dad kicked my sister over and over. 
I felt frozen, and I asked Nathan to intervene.

Nathan described running over to my dad, yelling, “Get 
off her,” and then pulling my dad away from my sister and 
throwing him against the wall. In response, I rose from the 
striped chair, ran across the room to my sister, and put my 
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The facilitators helped make connection possible by invit-
ing our emotions into this holy space. One of the facilitators 
cried upon introducing the display, and as I looked around the 
room of artists grappling with these deaths, I felt a kinship 
among us. I realized that what makes turning to face tragedy 
possible is that we do so together with feeling and hope in our 
hearts.

Healing Through Time
I have learned that taking responsibility and making amends 
is possible for me only when I have done enough personal and 
collective healing to no longer feel like I am moving through 
the world solely as a victim. As I face my past, grieve my 
losses, and come to terms with my own power, I am able to 
face the ways that I, too, am fully human with the capacity to 
prevent, fight, and even cause harm. This is as true for me as 
an individual as it is true for our Jewish people.

The powerful force of healing is not linear; it moves 
backward in time to heal my relationship with my dad by 
acknowledging his humanity. Healing enables me to experi-
ence myself more fully in the present, and it helps me envi-
sion a different future both for myself and for my people. It is 
only through finding compassion for my dad — and realizing 
that he must have endured some harm that stripped away his 
capacity for positive connection — that I am able to embrace 
the fullness of my own humanity, including the part of him 
that lives inside me.

On my dad’s yahrtzeit this year, I looked closely at a fa-
miliar photo of him and my mom smiling hopefully into 
the camera, about to depart for their honeymoon on Cape 
Cod. As I met my dad’s gaze, my heart filled with sadness 
because I recognized that he didn’t set out with an intention 
to hurt his family. He, too, longed for connection. And as I 
kept reaching back for him, attempting to feel his hopes and 
his dreams, I felt my chest cavity widen. Tears spilled down 
my face, and I felt his heart; it is still beating inside mine. 

of us found it helpful to return to the place in our bodies 
where we could feel our collective center — our larger purpose 
for being there.

When I recited the names of over one thousand Palestin-
ians who had been killed since the attacks on Gaza began, I 
looked down at the bodies lying on the ground and felt both 
the enormity of my grief and the power embodied in this 
small gesture of commemoration. Being present in our bod-
ies and connected to each other was vital to our action.

Later in the fall, I had a chance to participate in a differ-
ent kind of ritual with thirty- six artists in Connecticut for a 
weekend of remembrance and collaboration at the first- ever 
convening of the national Jewish Voice for Peace Artists and 
Cultural Workers Council. The theme of our gathering was 
facing the Nakba — the catastrophe of ethnic cleansing and 
displacement that began with the founding of the Israeli 
state in 1948 and continues with the ongoing displacement 
and destruction of Pales tinian lives and homes. Being asked 
to face the Nakba before the High Holy Days was personally 
meaningful to me because we were being asked to make col-
lective teshuvah — to turn to face the violence upon which the 
Israeli state was founded.

One day during the retreat, the facilitators took pictures 
and descriptions of Palestinians who died in the most recent 
attacks on Gaza and laid them out on the floor of the syna-
gogue. I felt the contradiction of trying to mourn Palestin-
ian lives in a Jewish religious space, which, at best, tends to 
ignore Palestinian deaths and, at worst, justifies them in the 
name of “self- defense.”

Looking at the face of a young Palestinian girl who had 
loved to sing, I was shocked by how hard it was for me stay 
present. I felt the urge to turn away, to leave the space, to 
numb out. It was hard to feel the weight of responsibility for 
these precious lives taken by a state that claims to speak for 
me and that is funded by a government that claims to rep-
resent me.

But I managed to stay present by noticing the people 
around me also struggling to make sense of these deaths. 
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Catalyzed by an incident of questionable police conduct, the 
underlying causes reflected the glaring poverty, lack of eco-
nomic opportunity, police brutality, and intractable racism 
that African Americans faced in the Los Angeles area. 

Fifty years later, many of the same problems endure. 
Despite the symbolically meaningful election of President 
Barack Obama and other high- profile gains, widespread 
economic disparities persist, and the incarceration rate of 
African Americans remains scandalously high. The glaring 
problem of police misconduct, especially the recent killings 
of unarmed young black men and children (in Ferguson, 
Missouri; Cleveland, Ohio; New York City; and elsewhere) 
has generated massive nationwide protests inspired by the 
#BlackLivesMatter hashtag created by Alicia Garza, Patrisse 
Cullors, and Opal Tometi after Trayvon Martin’s killer was 
acquitted. Though less often publicized, protests against the 
violence faced by black women have also begun to spread.

S everal racially charged urban uprisings 
rocked the United States half a century ago, draw-
ing attention to the substantive injustices unresolved 
by the gains of the modern Civil Rights movement. 

Among the most traumatic was the rebellion in the Watts 
district of Los Angeles, where six days of violence caused 
thirty- four deaths, over a thousand injuries, more than 
3,000 arrests, and 40 million dollars in property damage. 
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“I Still Can’t Breathe”
Artists Decry Racism from the Watts Rebellion  
to the Present

BY PAUL VON BL UM

paul von blum is senior lecturer in African American studies and communication studies at UCLA. He is the author of eight books and over 
100 articles. His new book, The Civil Rights Movement For Beginners, will be published later in 2015. 

Left to right: Death at the Hands of Police and I Can’t Breathe by Toni Scott.
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The exhibition features original documentation of the 
1965 Watts Rebellion, much of it from the collection of 

community archivist and activist Alden Kimbrough. 
It also includes media accounts of the traumatic 

events of that August, as well as key primary 
source documents, such as the governor’s  

McCone Commission’s report on the “riots.” 
A salient headline from the Los Angeles 

Times, “Negro Riots Rage On: Death Toll  
21,” sets the tone for the socially con-
scious art that makes up the exhibition:  
it reveals the sentiment of the dominant 
white population of the era, an atti-
tude, these artists suggest, that scarcely 
seems to have dissipated in the inter-
vening years.

The centerpiece of this show, immedi-
ately visible to visitors who enter the exhi-

bition, is Toni Scott’s majestically discon-
certing installation, “Death at the Hands of 

Police.” Situated in the middle of the main 
exhibition space, this three- dimensional work 

features a plaster cast of a black man mounted 
on wood with a conspicuous target on his chest,  

emblematic of the deeper peril facing young black men 
today. Over his face is a cloth reading, “I Can’t Breathe.” 

On both sides of the plaster figure, the artist has written an  
unnerving list of eighty- two names of people of color who 
have died in police custody from 1999 through 2014. Hand-
written in chalk, the list contains familiar names: Amadou 
Diallo, Oscar Grant, Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, and Ezell 
Ford. It also compiles the all too many names of lesser- 
known victims, such as Kenneth Harding, 19, killed in San 
Francisco in 2011. 

This work is overpowering in its impact, and reveals the 
power of art to contest social injustice. It compels viewers 
to grasp, swiftly and viscerally, the human tragedy of police 
murders and the brutal reality of the slogan “Black Lives 
Matter.” The chalk text suggests that the list remains provi-
sional and incomplete, indicating that there have been many 
more victims in the past fifteen years than those listed — and 
many more to come, as the months since the exhibition’s 
opening have tragically confirmed. On April 4, 2015, fifty- 
year- old African American Walter Scott was shot in the back 
by a Charleston, South Carolina police officer. This installa-
tion adds magnificently to Toni Scott’s growing reputation 
as one of the premier African American artists of the early 
twenty- first century.

Augmenting Scott’s presence in this exhibition are two 
smaller casts entitled “I Can’t Breathe.” These sculptures 
draw poignantly on Eric Garner’s last words as he died dur-
ing a chokehold by New York City police officers on July 17, 
2014. Once again, Scott humanizes this horrific event with 

These protests have in turn caused millions of Americans 
to reflect on the problem of institutional racism, particularly 
as it affects the entire criminal justice system. Many have 
begun to understand the deep racial divide on this issue. 
People of color and whites often perceive the law and legal 
institutions in dramatically different, even opposite, ways. 
To many whites, these institutions, especially the police, are 
protectors. For many African Americans, the same institu-
tions are oppressive, reinforcing racial hierarchies and main-
taining white privilege.

The Role of Art in Social Protest
An ongoing exhibition at the Watts Towers Arts Center 
dramatically highlights these issues, presenting one of the 
most compelling shows of socially conscious art in Califor-
nia in many years. Curated by Arts Center Director Rosie 
Lee Hooks and artist Michael Massenburg, “50 Years and I 
Still Can’t Breathe” is a stunning collection of visual works  
addressing themes of legal and police injustice against  
minority communities. With contributions by African Amer-
ican and other artists, the exhibition focuses on the distress-
ing absence of progress despite the gains of the Civil Rights 
and Black Power movements.

Nineteen Sixty-Five by Michael Massenburg. 



In his assemblage sculpture, Davis skillfully combines sev-
eral materials to weave a vision of historical violence that 
still manages to offer modest hope for the future. At the left 
of the assemblage is a strip of caution tape usually found 
at construction or police sites. Here it serves as a general 
historical warning, urging viewers to pay close and critical 
attention to the antecedents of the contemporary spike in 
police killings of young black men. To the right is the ugly 
symbol of the noose, still a potent signifier of racial hatred 
and violence. These elements bracket the disembodied black 
arms and hand entangled in ropes, a painful reminder that 
contemporary racial oppression is inextricably tied to the na-
tion’s history. Yet Davis also dangles a peace symbol on the 
arm at the left of the artwork, implying that there is “still” the 
opportunity for reconciliation and justice — if police authori-
ties and others in power fully recognize the gravity of past 
injustice and work assiduously to provide equal and humane 
treatment for all citizens.

Diverse Expressions of Protest
One such cause for hope has been the cultural and ethnic 
diversity of the recent protests. Such diversity is reflected in 
“50 Years and I Still Can’t Breathe,” and is one of the major 
strengths of the exhibition. An outstanding contributor is na-
tionally known Chicano writer and cartoonist Lalo Alcaraz, 
the creator of the syndicated comic strip “La Cuca racha.” His 
piece, entitled “Hands Up, Don’t Shoot,” appropriates the 
widely repeated slogan of the Ferguson protests following 
the death of Michael Brown, who reportedly had his hands 
up when Officer Darren Wilson fatally shot him. 

This drawing mimics Alcaraz’s comic and cartoon style, 

this horrific event with her sculptural vision. These works 
remind viewers that a widely repeated national slogan repre-
sents a tragic and personal reality: Eric Garner was a human 
being with a family, with feelings, and with hopes and aspira-
tions for the future, whose murder should never be forgotten.

Michael Massenburg’s collage “Nineteen Sixty- Five,” situ-
ated near Scott’s introductory installation, sets the histori-
cal context for the exhibition. Here he addresses the Watts 
Rebellion of that year. A young man with outstretched arms 
is surrounded by symbols of those turbulent days. Among 
them is a distorted U.S. flag, implying accurately that many 
of the underlying issues of race, class, and economic inequal-
ity have hardly disappeared. Viewers are invited to use this 
mixed- media work to consider the half- century historical 
perspective that pervades the entire exhibition. This richly 
detailed effort follows the long tradition of African Ameri-
can visual historical commentary and extends its tradition 
of trenchant social protest into the present context.

Noni Olabisi, one of the most talented African American 
muralists in Los Angeles, continues the historical narrative. 
Her painting “Freedom Won’t Wait” carries the same title as 
one of the militant murals she created in South Los Angeles in 
1992, following the second major urban rebellion in that city. 
Like the events of 1965, this rebellion also began with a police  
action, this time the egregious beating of Rodney King. A 
substantial detail from her painting “Freedom Won’t Wait” 
depicts several anguished and determined African Ameri-
cans in this painting, reflecting the community’s despair that 
so little had changed between 1965 and 1992, especially in 
the area of police relationships with (and brutality against) 
African Americans and other communities of color. 

Contesting a Legacy of Lynching
Olabisi’s work also highlights an image of historical lynch-
ing, expressing her view that contemporary police practices 
like racial profiling, as represented in the lower left of the 
composition, are inextricably linked in America’s sad history 
of mistreating its citizens of African ancestry. The work like-
wise emphasizes the dominant slogans of the 1990s: “Free-
dom Won’t Wait” and “No Justice, No Peace,” both phrases 
that have resurged in the nationwide protests that began in 
Ferguson, Missouri, after the homicide of Michael Brown in 
August 2014. Olabisi joins the long tradition of black visual 
artists whose works are inseparable from the broader strug-
gles of their people for justice and dignity.

Dale Brockman Davis, an iconic figure of Southern Cali-
fornia African American art, adds another exemplary sculp-
ture to this exhibition. “Still” reflects Davis’s career- long 
dedication to combining technical excellence with insight-
ful social and historical commentary and criticism. In this 
work, he uses his familiar assemblage style to link the recent 
police murders of young African Americans to the long and 
disgraceful history of lynching. De
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making his point clearly and unambiguously. The central fig-
ure, like Brown, has his hands in the air, a universal gesture 
of acquiescence to authority. Surrounded by firepower, his 
act of surrender is irrelevant. Alca raz’s contribution is espe-
cially significant in this exhibition because Latinos, like Afri-
can Americans, are also targets of racial profiling. His work, 
like his cartoons and comics generally, adds to Alcaraz’s stat-
ure as a major American visual social critic.

Betye Saar, one of the most internationally recognized and 
accomplished artists in this exhibition, contributed an in-
triguing effort titled “National Racism: We Was Mostly ’Bout 
Survival,” a serigraph from 1997. Throughout her long career, 
Saar has focused on metaphysics and spirituality in addition 
to social and historical themes in her artwork. Using found 
objects, she is a pioneering figure in the tradition of African 
American assemblage art and is universally acknowledged 
as a master sculptor and printmaker. Saar’s piece addresses 
intersectionality by attacking both racism and sexism. The 
image of a female African American domestic worker ap-
pears underneath text reading “National Racism,” signaling 
the centuries of degrading work that black women have en-
dured in America. At the bottom, the work’s subtitle reveals 
that despite the pervasive, even unyielding racial and gender 
bias, Afri can American women have survived. 

Indeed, women’s contributions to the liberation struggles 
of people of color have been crucial, though still insufficiently 
acknowledged. Saar’s artwork reminds viewers that African 
American women must not only survive but also thrive if the 
gap between American ideals and American reality is to be 
closed. Her work in this exhibition adds a broader thematic 
element and places the specific issue of police profiling and 
violence in the historical framework of racial, gender, and 
social class resistance and liberation.

Memories of the Past, Visions of Hope
The modern Civil Rights movement has generated cul-
tural expressions that both emerged from and contributed 
to African American freedom and resis tance activities. 
African Americans and their supporters from other racial  
and ethnic backgrounds have created a huge body of music, 
literature, visual art, and film dealing with the historical 
and contemporary struggles for liberation and dignity. These 
creative products have traditionally been viewed alone, 
outside the political and social conflicts from which they 
have emerged. But they have regularly been a central part 
of the broad Civil Rights movements. They are much more 
than mere adjuncts to the cause; indeed, they are integral 
features of the movements themselves. Without these pow-
erful and engaging expressions of protest and social mem-
ory, whatever successes such movements achieve would be  
diminished, and sometimes forgotten. 

“50 Years and I Still Can’t Breathe” once again demon-
strates that the visual arts play an integral and vital part of 
the long tradition of resistance. The protests that began in 
Ferguson, Missouri, in the summer of 2014 and now con-
tinue across the country herald a new phase of the struggle. 
As people mobilize, artists will continue to assume a central 
role in the activism. They memorialize and mourn victims 
of the struggle, remind us of the historical arc of the move-
ments, and offer a hopeful vision of a more humane future 
for all people in a democratic, nonracist United States of 
America. 
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I have never been comfortable with leadership. Never-
theless, there I was, leading a five- day retreat with twenty- 
something seasoned leaders, activists, counselors, and 
other people more qualified than I was to lead it. On day 

four it cracked. Diverse expressions of a seething dissatisfac-
tion rose to the surface — a cacophony of unmet needs.

Many of their expressed needs seemed contradictory: 
some wanted more physical activity; others more deep intel-
lectual discussion or more on practical applications. Some 
requested more structure and leadership from me; others  
wanted less from me and more from other people. One per-
son said that she felt that imposing a structure upon a group 
and taking it upon myself to administer that structure was 
an inherently violent expression of patriarchy. Another was 
in anguish that as we sat in that room, rain forests were 
being cut down — and what were we doing about it?

I won’t pretend that I masterfully held space for  
all the conflict to arise, for the hidden to become 
visible, for the group to pass through that inevi-
table stage that precedes real intimacy. The best 
I can say is that I listened to everyone 
without getting defensive and 
tried on each criticism like a 
piece of clothing. But I had no 
idea what to say, who was right,  
or what to do next.

Notwithstanding my having no 
idea what to do, something larger 
than any of us held us all in its 
hands. After the storm passed, we 
entered an activity that took on a 
transformative power I’d never 
seen it have before. I felt like 
the servant of that activity, 
not its leader, even as I “led” it. 
Afterward, the earlier conflicts felt 
resolved, even though none had been 
met directly.

Significantly, that activity never 
would have happened at all were it 
not for a stroke of extraordinary luck 
that contributed to my feeling of 
being held by something larger

than our separate selves. At a key moment, a woman who 
had been mostly silent said, “I see a lot of egos flying around 
the room. I came here to spend time with Charles and I trust 
him to offer what is right.” She spoke with a simple humility 
that totally shifted the energy of the room. This woman had 
actually walked out, intending to go home, but by chance had 
encountered one of the organizers, who at that exact moment 

The Power of Service
BY CH A R L E S EISENS T EIN

charles eisenstein is a speaker and writer. His most recent books are Sacred Economics and The More Beautiful World Our Hearts Know 
is Possible.
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is very fair, inclusive, and egalitarian, but fails to achieve 
any concrete, external goals. Is there a way to replicate the  
efficiency and effectiveness of, say, business organizations (or 
for that matter, the hierarchical, leader- driven movements 
of Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr.), without 
replicating the abuses that seem inherent in that mode of 
organization?

The Pitfalls of Leaderless Movements
The deficiencies of the leaderless, structureless ideal became 
apparent a long time ago in the feminist movement, which, 
drawing on earlier roots in leftist political theory, explored 
various alternatives to the “patriarchal” norm. The results 
were often disappointing. As Jo Freeman described so pre-
cisely in her classic essay, “The Tyranny of Structurelessness,” 
what masquerades as egalitarian collaboration often hides 
informal power dynamics that are all the more oppressive 
for being hidden. This became quickly apparent in the break-
down phase of that day at my retreat, when, at the moment 
that the leader was toppled, it was the loudest and most  
manipulative personalities that quickly began to take charge. 
No agreed- upon power structure was in place, yet the quiet 
people felt no more empowered — perhaps even less so — than 
they had before.

A related paradox, which Kashtan discusses in some 
depth, is that radical inclusivity creates a kind of exclusivity; 
for example, when abrasive or disruptive people who would 
ordinarily be excluded create an environment in which quiet, 
sensitive, or results- oriented people feel uncomfortable. This 
phenomenon (apparent in many Occupy Wall Street en-
campments) illustrates her point that it is impossible to meet 
every one’s needs and still get much accomplished. To address 
this in the context of NVC, she draws a valuable distinction 
between “empathy circles,” which are dedicated to healing, 
and “action circles,” groups that are dedicated to an exter-
nal purpose. Her discussion of power- with explores how to 
facilitate such a group, that is, how to utilize the power of 
hierarchy and structure with minimal violence to any of its 
members.

Power- with, as described by Mary Parker Follett, who 
coined the term, is “jointly developed power, a co- active, 
not a coercive power.” She offered it in contradistinction to 
power- over, which implies domination: to coerce the choices 
of another through force, whether physical, psychological, 
or economic. While Follett was not a feminist herself, the 
distinction was taken up by feminists in the 1970s who dis-
puted the equation of power with male- associated behav-
iors. They sought to expand the word beyond its associations 
with dominance and control to denote the capacity to act, a  
capacity not necessarily diminished by another’s capacity 
and perhaps synergistic with it. This expanded notion of 
power, they believed, was more consistent with feminine 
qualities like nurture and empathy. 

was cut off from an urgent phone call and was thus able to 
encourage her to return and share her opinion.

I recount this story because it illuminates and personalizes 
some of the themes of Miki Kashtan’s new book, Reweav-
ing Our Human Fabric. One of these themes is the issue of 
power and how it is mediated through organizational struc-
tures. Kashtan, who is a prominent figure in the Nonviolent 
Communication (NVC) movement founded by Marshall 
Rosenberg, questions certain values long in vogue in the 
nonviolent world: nonhierarchy, leaderlessness, egalitarian-
ism, and radical inclusivity. In a provocative chapter enti-
tled “Myths of Power- with,” she describes the frustration of  
activist groups that devolve into endless meetings devoted 
to “process,” attending to the needs of everyone in the group, 
but getting very little accomplished. The group or movement 

“The deficiencies of the leaderless, structureless ideal became apparent  
a long time ago,” Eisenstein writes. Leaderless by Olivia Wise.Ol
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accountability are so important (and Kashtan discusses these 
at length). However, to shrink from leadership in an effort to 
conform to fashionable ideals of inclusivity and egalitarian-
ism is not an act of compassion at all. It is an act of cowardice 
and an abdication of one’s duty to serve a calling.

In my case, sometimes “letting the group decide” is a cover 
for my own fear or a capitulation to my desire to get people 
to like me. It is therefore a means of manipulation, all the 
more dangerous for being covert. In some situa tions a show 
of inclusivity seems like an empty gesture by which one seeks 
to demonstrate allegiance to the values of the in- group. I 
know that at the retreat, my clarity of purpose was severely 
compromised by my desire for approval and by the shame- 
inducing associations of leadership with patriarchal violence.

There is a time to shrink from leadership: when you don’t 
know what you serve. In the absence of a mission beyond  
oneself, the leader becomes nothing more than an institu-
tional functionary, serving the aggrandizement of a power 
structure in which he enjoys special privileges. This explains 
the state of many of the dominant political institutions of our 
time: as their motivating ideologies become obsolete, they 
are aligned with no compelling purpose except careerism, 
ambition, and muddling through. At best, we get techno-
cratic managers; rarely in our moribund system will a vi-
sionary leader be attracted to politics. In that context, the 
deconstruction of power, structure, and authority is a nec-
essary step to enter the space between purpose- generating 
narratives, a space where a new purpose becomes visible. But 
there is another step after that, one that Kashtan takes in 
this book: to explore whether old structures and hierarchies 
may contain something of value in empowering a renewed 
self- assertiveness, in service to our planet’s healing.

Shrinking back from leadership, letting the group decide, 
and refusing to exercise power are quite understandable re-
actions to centuries of patriarchal domination and exploita-
tion of the Other. We want nothing to do with that, and so 
retreat sometimes to its anti pode: self- abnegation. Perhaps 
recast ing the next paradigm of leadership in terms of service 
rather than nonviolence (itself a negation) will remedy this 
tendency. A more beautiful world is calling us, and we need 
people to bow into its service as leaders. 

Yet I wonder whether the whole concept of power- with, 
and beyond that, the concept of nonviolence, entails a kind 
of distancing from uncomfortable truths about the material 
world and human relationships. Is there any way to assert 
ourselves as creative beings in the world without imposing 
something of ourselves upon it? Is power- with ever possible 
in pure form?

Equivalently, we might ask, can we ever escape the play of 
dominance and submission that pervades human rela tionships 
(and those in the animal king dom as well)? Can we ever truly 
be non violent? Nonviolence is an elusive concept, framed as it 
is in English as a negation: an absence, not a presence. We can 
say what it is not, but can we say what it is? Furthermore, it 
isn’t even obvious what it is not. Violence connotes that which 
violates. Even if I don’t do you physical harm, even if I have 
no intent to cause you pain, a simple statement of what is true 
for me or what injustice I have witnessed might violate your 
worldview, your self- image, or your comfort. Whatever our 
underlying oneness, we are bounded beings; any act of self- 
assertion — to eat, to move, even to breathe — may in some way 
violate the boundary of another. Nature is rife with violence.

From Nonviolence to Service
Perhaps the avoidance of violence is not a coherent aim. In 
fact, Kashtan offers an alternative lens that I find much more 
illuminative of my own successes and failures in leadership. 
It is the lens of service. What mission, what purpose, does 
the group serve? A leader is someone who holds this purpose 
on behalf of the group and who creates conditions for others 
to serve it. Kashtan points out that this purpose may not be 
helped by various “myths of power- with” like “everyone should 
participate in all decisions,” or “everyone’s needs are equally 
important.”

Understanding the leader as steward of a vision and ser-
vant of a purpose cuts through the tangle of principles, ra-
tionalizations, and paradoxes surrounding the creation of 
structure, with its implications of arrogance and violence. 
The leader is not imposing her ego onto others, nor is she 
using others for her own ends. Of course, most tyrants have 
justified their exercise of power by claiming that it is in ser-
vice to a greater good. That is why channels of feedback and 

Tikkun

Published by Duke University Press



POLITICS & SOCIET Y

Cr
ea

tiv
e C

om
m

on
s/

Ka
te

 Au
sb

ur
n

Occupy san francisco is meeting in Justin Her-
man Plaza. The group is engaged in another long and 
painful consensus meeting, made more painful by a 
lack of skills on the part of our brave but inexperi-

enced facilitators. I raise my hand and make a suggestion.
“Maybe instead of all of us trying to order the agenda, the 

facilitators could just take a few minutes and do that for us.”
Behind me, a young man so agitated that he appears to be 

jumping out of his skin turns and glares at me.

“I haven’t seen you here in the camp before! I don’t see you 
here at night! Why should we listen to you?” he shouts.

I bite back the retort, “Oh yeah? I haven’t seen you in the 
forty years I’ve been organizing in this town!” 

It wouldn’t do any good. The meeting limps on in its pain-
ful way, so embroiled in ineffective process that nothing  
of substance gets decided, and I stand there more and more 
frustrated — not least because for many of those forty or more 
years, I have worked in groups that also defined themselves 
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Structure Without Hierarchy
Effective Leadership in Social Change Movements

BY S TA R H AW K

starhawk is a lifelong activist, a leader in the earth- based spirituality movement, and a teacher of Earth Activist Trainings 
(earthactivisttraining.org/). Her writing includes the visionary novel The Fifth Sacred Thing and many books on the intersection of activism, 
spirit, and group dynamics, including The Empowerment Manual: A Guide for Collaborative Groups. Her website is starhawk.org.

Radically horizontal structures put a check on leaders’ authority—but at what cost? Here, protesters at Occupy Sydney in 2011 take part in a consensus-
building exercise. 

Tikkun

Published by Duke University Press



FA L L  2 0 1 5    |    W W W.T I K K U N . O R G  T I K K U N   49

For social power itself comes in two basic fl avors: earned 
and unearned. Unearned social power — the respect auto-
matically accorded to someone because of some factor such 
as race or gender or good looks or family background — is a 
form of privilege, something progressive groups oppose.

Earned social power means the respect and infl uence that 
come from taking on responsibilities and fulfi lling them, 
from having a track record, from making long- standing 
commitments to a group or mission, from helping the group 
function smoothly, and from making real contributions. It 
may also come from making mistakes and admitting them 
so that they become part of the group’s collective learning. 
Earned social power may derive from having experience and 
expertise around a certain issue.

The division between earned and unearned social power 
is often murky and includes much overlap. Joe may have a 
strategic mind and make brilliant contributions to the group, 
and his confi dence in speaking out may come from being a 
white male in a culture that, since childhood, has assured 
him that his contributions will be heard and valued. Jane’s 
PhD may represent both the privilege to be able to attend 
a university and a lot of real work, research, and grueling 
hours spent writing up her results. 

as horizontal and egalitarian yet were able to organize 
effi ciently and create empowering experiences for their 
members. 

And so I eagerly read both Miki Kashtan’s new book, 
Reweaving Our Human Fabric, and the commentary on 
leadership it elicited from Charles Eisenstein in this issue of 
Tikkun. Issues of power, leadership, and group confl ict have 
been key interests of mine for decades, so I’m delighted to 
offer my own response to the ideas raised by both Kashtan 
and Eisenstein.

Since the early days of the second wave of feminism back 
in the ’70s, I’ve been involved in groups that consciously 
defi ned themselves as “nonhierarchical” and have often been 
in the uncomfortable position of serving in leadership roles 
in nominally “leaderless” groups. I’ve seen many groups 
undergo intense struggles, and I’ve also been part of large- 
scale mobilizations that organized quite effectively without 
central control.

What makes the difference? While there are thousands of 
books and trainings and MBA programs that will teach you 
to manage a hierarchy, there are few models and little theory 
about how to nonmanage a nonhierarchy. And yet the issue 
is crucial. The simple problem of how to get along in groups 
is probably the most constraining factor in challenging the 
overarching structures of oppressive power. Struggling with 
these issues led me to write Truth or Dare: Encounters with 
Power, Authority, and Mystery back in the ’80s, and more 
recently, The Empowerment Manual: A Guide for Collabora-
tive Groups.

Understanding Social Power
Kashtan differentiates between “power- over” and “power- 
with.” But to work both collaboratively and effectively, we 
need an even more nuanced understanding of power, for the 
word can mean many different things. Power- over is some-
thing we are all familiar with: the ability of one person or a 
group to control resources, set standards, use force, or impose 
punishment on others.

Power- from- within is the term I prefer for that sense of 
power that means ability, skill, confi dence, and profi ciency; 
our creative and spiritual power; or our courage to take 
risks or to speak truth. Empowerment is another term we 
might use, and one goal of our egalitarian groups might be to 
empower one another: to help each member feel a greater 
sense of agency and potentiality, and gain skills, confi dence, 
and courage.

But there is a third type of power that arises in groups, 
however they are structured. Social power is the level of 
infl uence and respect a person holds, apart from whatever 
structural power the person may have. Understanding social 
power is crucial to addressing complex questions of inclu-
sion, equality, and effectiveness.
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social power do we prefer? What boundaries do we want to 
set?”

A group cannot avoid the responsibility of setting stan-
dards and boundaries, as refusing to do so itself becomes a 
standard. Again, to use Occupy as an example, many groups 
were unwilling to prohibit illegal drugs or alcohol in the 
camps because they didn’t want to exclude those who were 
dependent on alcohol or drugs. Yet the presence of heavy 
drinkers and active users created a level of danger in the 
camps that excluded many other people.

To be effective, a group also needs a governance structure 
that conforms to its vision and purpose. Nonhier archical 
groups often say, “We work by consensus.” Yet consensus is a 
decision- making method. It doesn’t tell us, as Kashtan points 
out, who makes which decision about what. No group that 
attempts anything of complexity can make every required 
decision by a full consensus of the whole. There simply is 
not enough time for that! Every group needs to delegate 
responsibilities and allocate power to those who need it in 
order to function. “Structure” is not the same as “top- down 
hierarchy.”

Cues from Effective Movements
Kashtan looks at King and Gandhi as models of movements 
based on centralized leadership, but they are not the only 
models for effective social movements. The antinuclear 
movement in the ’70s and ’80s was organized around a 
simple structure that functioned well overall and set a pat-
tern for many movements that followed, including the anti- 
intervention groups of the ’80s, and the forest defense groups 
and the global justice mobilizations of the ’90s and early 
2000s.

Everyone who joined one of these mobilizations became 
part of a small group, called an affinity group, and made de-
cisions together about how they would participate in the ac-
tion. The groups allowed for many roles, from risking arrest 
to doing home support. Groups that took on specific tasks, 
such as running the medical clinic or doing outreach, formed 
working groups. Both working groups and affinity groups 
sent representatives to spokescouncils, which made overall 
decisions for the action as a whole. Working groups might 
also send representatives to coordinating councils that dealt 
with all the logistics and preparations for the actions. We 
rapidly learned that facilitating large and sometimes conten-
tious meetings by consensus required skill and experience, 
and we made conscious efforts to provide training for new 
people and to develop a pool of skilled facilitators.

This model allowed us to mobilize thousands of people to 
face real dangers and act together in empowering ways. It 
gave everyone a voice and offered many ways to contribute. 
The Occupy movement, because it sprang up so quickly and 
spread so rapidly, often via social media rather than direct 

Social power — the respect and esteem of our friends and 
community — is one of the basic human needs that non violent 
communication addresses. It is also one of the main draws to 
group membership and one of the primary rewards we get 
from voluntary groups that don’t offer us payment or the op-
portunity to earn other tangible rewards.

Acknowledging Different Paths  
to Power
Yet social power is never entirely equal in groups, even those 
that award everyone equal structural power. Some people 
will always command more respect and wield more influence 
than others, because as human beings we are different. We 
bring different levels of skill and commitment into a group. 
We also bring a variety of talents and limitations. In other 
words, we have differing abilities to help the group function. 
We can’t legislate those differences away. What we can do 
is acknowledge them. Then we can make clear, conscious 
choices about how and when social power confers decision- 
making power or other structural power. And we can create 
structures that allow people fair opportunities to earn social 
power by making real contributions to the group in a variety 
of ways.

The diversity of paths to social power is important, because 
if social power can be gained in only one way, no matter how 
fair, some people will be excluded. The incident at Occupy 
with which I began offers an example. In many of the Occupy 
groups, social power rapidly became concentrated amongst 
those who could spend the most time in the encampments, 
sleeping and living there. They exhibited the most commit-
ment and shared the highest degree of risk, so that was, in a 
sense, only fair. Yet there were many like me, lifelong activ-
ists with decades of experience who simply could not drop 
their lives to live on the streets, in part because we had al-
ready built lives full of commitments to social change actions 
and organizations. While at times I succeeded in bringing 
my experi ence to bear on meetings or trainings, the major 
avenue to gaining social power was closed.

Fairly allocating social power is always a balancing act. 
Those who found a group, make long- term commitments to 
it, and build a track record of responsibility may fairly ac-
crue huge social power — but if they monopolize all the power 
available, there’s no room for new people to enter and gain 
a voice.

As Kashtan points out, inclusion is never total. In a section 
titled “The Myth of Inclusion,” she writes, “The explicit in-
clusion of all so often leads to the implicit exclusion of those 
who cannot bear the behaviors of some.” I would suggest 
that, rather than framing the question as “Who do we need 
to include or exclude?” groups would do better to ask, “What 
standards of  behavior do we want to uphold? What paths to 
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contact, took pieces of this model but left out some of the 
crucial elements — affinity groups, governance structure, 
agreed- upon standards of behavior, and training, to name 
a few — that might have allowed it to function more effec-
tively and build the internal cohesion necessary to withstand 
attack.

Kashtan and Eisenstein reframe “leadership” as service, 
and I agree with this framing. Empowering leaders are 

comfortable with the social power they have fairly earned, 
aware of the privilege they have not earned, and accountable 
for the structural power they wield. Groups that are “leader-
ful” rather than leaderless can function effectively and still 
allow us each to find our voice, express our creativity, and 
come together to realize our vision for a just and thriving 
world. 

Tikkun

Published by Duke University Press



POLITICS & SOCIET Y

Oo
na

 Ta
pe

r (
ca

rg
oc

oll
ec

tiv
e.c

om
/o

on
at

ap
er

)

In the last few seconds before my son was born, the 
midwife had a hard time finding his heartbeat.
 Everything happened so fast that I didn’t have time for 
fear, and I’m certain my wife’s mind was focused on deliv-

ering the baby. What I do remember is how the birth team got 
quiet, and a call to prep a pediatrician in the next room.

When the baby came out, he cried vigorously, and was 
rushed out of the room to that waiting pediatrician.

The pediatrician cleaned him up, and handed me my child. 
He was alive! I had a son! “Caleb,” I remember whispering, 
“welcome to the world.”

I didn’t look at my inbox that night, but the following day,  
I scanned through my emails from my job as a senior team  
member at a prominent Washington, D.C.–based political  
organization. The stark reality of the viciousness  
of my political world filled my iPhone’s  
screen. As a new parent filled with  
love, I got whiplash reading about  
an angry colleague, a politi cal  
opponent doing something down- 
right mean, a nasty editorial  
attacking my organization for  
something I said, and a fight brew- 
ing at the office.

Up until that moment, I knew who  
I wanted to be: a powerful, respected  
pro fessional who built winning political  
machines. But I couldn’t imagine  
my son growing up in the world  
I was creating. I didn’t wish  
that for him. Now that I look  
back on it, that’s when 

I knew I had to try to change what my kids might encounter 
when their time to lead comes.

For much of my career, I respected activists who were the 
hardest working, most professional, smartest, most disci-
plined, and most strategic. Heart didn’t even enter into the 
equation. 

Before I had children, it was easier for me to turn a blind 
eye to the way that we worked and how we treated each other 
in my particular corner of progressive politics. Yelling in my  
         early career wasn’t out of the ordinary. 
           Neither was a thirst for unhealthy 
            control, nor a deep disrespect for 
            my body and spirit. I had a singu- 
           lar overemphasis on winning short-  
          term fights, no matter the cost. 

To Transform the World,  
Think Like a Gardener 
BY IS A AC L UR I A

isaac luria is a father, husband, aspiring agrarian, and digital organizer living in Brooklyn. At Auburn Seminary, he helps faith leaders use 
modern prophetic communications for social change, and is the lead strategist for the multifaith action network Groundswell.

Corporate ideas of efficiency  
pressure activists to adopt “extractive  
approaches to human and material  
resources,” Luria writes.  
The alternative? A  
permacultural approach  
to social movements.  
Illustration by Oona Taper.
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imagination, and undermine our best asset: the people in-
volved in the work. 

Part of this loss occurs when we, as activists, deny our-
selves love in our own lives. It’s disappointing that so many 
of us leave the movements we care about when we see that 
love — real love of self, of family, of people — cannot exist 
alongside certain kinds of activism, especially when people 
are treated like disposable commodities such as lumber  
or oil.

The Great Binding Law of the Iroquois Nations says a so-
ciety must meet the needs and aspirations of those “whose 
faces are yet beneath the surface of the ground — the unborn 
of the future Nation.” I doubt many of us change makers are 
looking much farther than the next year or funding cycle in 
our work — if we’re lucky. This short- term thinking may allow 
us to win a battle here or there. But we are losing the war for 
our humanity, and in some cases, we may even be complicit 
in creating conditions that impede human flourishing.

The degree to which talented change makers have inter-
nalized inhumane, consumerist, anti- environmentalist, in-
dividualist modes of thinking about our work and our souls 
is deeply saddening. It stunts our capacity to envision a world 
that values all people equally.

None of this is cause for individual blame or guilt. We 
should blame the unhealthy “disaster capitalist” system 
we’re trying to change. We are conditioned to understand 
runaway, extractive, market- obsessed thinking as the only 
possible reality within both our economy and social change 
work. It is very difficult to break out of a dominant mental 
model to envision radically different paths from those cur-
rently presented to each of us as possible within the domi-
nant paradigm. 

A Permacultural Approach to Change
As I was growing more comfortable with this critique of the 
state of affairs, I started gardening more seriously. I was 
drawn to watching life unfold in front of me, nurturing sus-
tenance, and doing something in the face of the ecological 
destruction we are living through. 

Somewhere along this journey, I realized that my two call-
ings — movement building and gardening — were meant to 
thrive together. By drawing on the wisdom of ecology and 
sustainable farming, we might relate more sustainably to 
each other as individuals and organizations — and steward 
our resources wisely for future generations.

With a different movement model borne out of eco-
logical understandings of the world, I am hopeful that we 
can spark and sustain thriving communities of resistance 
that will heal individuals, communities, and the world.  
Organizations and movements need not be machines. They 
can be overflowing, abundant gardens tended with care, 

If I took time for self- care at all, it was entirely in service 
of the work. I’d talk to co- workers about how we needed to 
“recharge our batteries,” despite the fact that we are humans, 
not power drills.

The Bankrupt Currency of “Now”
Since the birth of my son, I’ve been searching for different 
ways to understand movement work. How can we make 
change without strip- mining our souls and bodies for what-
ever ounce of strength we have left? How can we live full 
lives, be present parents and partners, and fight for what is 
right? Is martyrdom ever the right path? How can we inte-
grate our spirits and minds — bringing deep knowledge from 
other disciplines such as organic farming, spirituality, and 
faith practices — into our movement work? 

These questions have only become more urgent as a new 
activist generation comes into its own. Many in my move-
ment community, especially those who are younger, tell me 
that they cannot, in good faith, participate any longer in 
movements that expect people to give up their lives, souls, 
and spark of the divine in order to pursue a phantom image 
of social change.

They see that our work, organized in an extractive, 
urgency- driven way, only reinforces mainstream culture’s 
degradation of human value and spirit, reflecting the broader 
progression from healthy and comprehensive movements to-
ward a focus on temporary, hollow victories that has led to 
long- term community evisceration and economic destruc-
tion over the past thirty years. Reversing this process doesn’t 
require “going soft,” or indulging in too much “self- care.” 
But to address such deep- seated worry about the efficacy of 
transactional models of justice making, we need to make an 
honest assessment of where we stand today, and where we’d 
like to go. 

Our have- it- now culture reinforces the demand for short- 
term results. Delivering these results has meant taking a 
painful shortcut around the hard stuff of deep strategy, rela-
tionship building, and community rootedness. Our funders 
and conflict- driven media pressure us to look for the hot new 
tweet or message, the flashy image, or new program — and 
we’re too happy to oblige. But organizations with limited re-
sources — for example, nonprofits — quickly go bankrupt on 
the currency of now. In this system, it’s no wonder that many 
activist leaders find themselves in friction with natural allies 
over limited resources and thirsty for more control over the 
sector.

Given the size of our budgets compared to those commit-
ted to extractive modes of existence, social change organiza-
tions cannot afford to lack broader vision and shared pur-
pose, or allow a dominant, extractive, short- term mindset to 
upend our movements, short- circuit our capacity for moral 
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realize the necessity of ritual to crack open our shuttered 
hearts as the day begins. We may as meeting facilitators note 
the power of meditation and silence in meetings dominated 
by so much speaking. We may observe that not everyone 
wants a single job for forty- plus hours a week — or that tal-
ented thinkers will lead us to integrate a new expertise we 
otherwise never would have imagined. 

We may recognize that advocating for healthy communi-
ties means we must have a healthy community in our orga-
nizations. We may realize that the ways that power typically 
flows are actually counterproductive to the goals we have in 
mind (for example, from funders to executives to program 
staff to those we serve). We may even realize that we carry 
trauma of many kinds, including traditionally understood 
forms of trauma and trauma delivered by the scourges of 
radical individualism and ecological destruction. 

Next, we can compost what is dead and dying so it can 
empower new life. 

As more leaders understand the necessity of imagining a 
new organizational structure for a new world, we can reform 
and reinvent movement organizations to be more in tune 
with human beings. We can listen to the agrarian prophet 
Wendell Berry’s hopes for humanity, and his exhortation to 
leave what we have better than we found it. We can help those 
with resources see the power in this new model through stra-
tegic storytelling of our victories and deep relational work, 
and by helping them experience the vitality, presence, and 
success of powerful movement cultivators.

This shift will be difficult yet essential to building a world 
where true human flourishing is possible. The nonliving ap-
proach to movement work is deeply ingrained in our move-
ments, our leaders, our economic system, and our culture. 
But if we care to heal and repair this world, we’ll need to 
find a more compelling vision that allows a deeply committed 
social- change sector to model and lead the way in creating a 
new kind of integrated, life- giving mode of existence where 
justice and the good life are considered equal parts of the 
same equation.

Finally, we can empower those experimenting with new 
models and practices of rooted movement building with our 
attention, investment, and faith. 

Life- Giving Movements  
Are All Around Us
A wonderful thing about life is that no matter how much 
pavement is poured over the ground, life always finds a way 
to break through. Our job today is to love where life is burst-
ing forth and help these new friends grow and flourish.

Transformational calls for spiritually motivated social jus-
tice, like Tikkun’s New Bottom Line, are pushing the bound-
aries of how we measure success in society, compelling us 
to judge “the rationality, efficiency, and productivity of our 

where each human being is encouraged to live a full life and 
strive for a just world. 

How might we get started? 
First, we can reconsider the ecology of social change move-

ments through the lens of permaculture, a term that encom-
passes a vast and growing body of thought and practice in 
organic agri culture and sustainable development. 

An organic farmer’s first step is to observe the natural 
world, then carefully design farming systems to take ad-
vantage of natural processes. What areas get the best sun? 
Where does water come from, and how often? Which plants 
and animals are already here and doing well? Which plants 
and animals are not here? Why? 

As activists and movement makers, we must do the same. 
We can listen to the ways in which our movements make 
human flourishing more difficult and learn from those who 
are experimenting with more life- giving models of move-
ment work. Observing and remembering what creates lov-
ing communities, helps heal human souls, and provides for 
human flourishing will enable organizations and movements 
to transform into living, ecologically responsible workplaces. 
We can “hear each other into speech,” as Parker Palmer says, 
and find a different way of working. 

For instance, why is it that we expect employees to turn 
on like a machine at 9 am and shut off at 5 pm? Instead, if 
we observe when and how we are most productive and cre-
ative — and what prevents productive or creative moments —  
we may find that a more efficient use of resources and in-
creased productivity are possible. 

What is a “human- friendly” workplace and how does it 
look and feel? How can we shift the way we are working to 
embody our human- friendly commitments to social justice? 
What isn’t working well about our workplaces? 

We may also recognize larger systems that pressure us to 
value and depend on extractive approaches to human and 
material resources, top- down decision- making structures, 
hyperprofessionalization of staff roles, short- termism, “non-
native” funding from sources far from the problems we 
are trying to solve, corporate efficiency models, and biases 
against locally rooted, place- based change efforts. 

It will take time to listen and observe. Yet if we don’t make 
time, we’ll miss potential solutions that might be staring us 
in the face. Once we take the time to see the problems, we 
can start to pull the weeds we have allowed to flourish from 
our movement gardens, and refuse to reinforce dominant 
cultural paradigms of radical individualism and inhumane, 
unnatural mechanical thinking in our work and lives. We 
can untie the mental and emotional binds that hold us to 
these mechanical systems of death and dying: unnatural 
consumerist approaches to movement building, and their 
logic of extraction.

We may realize that the traditional workday doesn’t make 
sense. We may realize that meals are sacred. We may also 
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organizers to throw off the chains of extractive thinking, and 
embrace roles as movement cultivators. 

Of course, this is not to underestimate the questions of 
financial viability, potential for scale, and the ability of a so- 
called “slow activism” approach to face urgent dilemmas that 
cannot wait for seeds to sprout and mature. 

Yet the organics movement has a lot to teach us. Despite 
decades of Chicken Little warnings from industrial agricul-
ture, organic alternatives have yet to cause the sky to fall. 
Despite alarmist rhetoric, we are witnessing a major shift 
in our food systems that is helping more people have access 
to good, real food. We didn’t know exactly how this would 
happen until millions of people put themselves to work on 
the problem. Today, we have clearer indications that modern 
agriculture that respects the environment is indeed possible. 
The same is true in the context of organizations and move-
ments. We need only start down the path to realize that we 
can build more human- friendly movement workplaces that 
cultivate the best of the human spirit. 

As with organic food consumption, privilege matters. 
Those who wish to make the shift to deeper work might 
not be those who feel the immediate gnawing of a scar-
city of resources. This may be true today, yet just as the  
environmental and food movements are shifting to put mar-
ginalized people at the center of our movements, so too can 
this ecological approach to social movements. An organic 
farmer looks to the edges of the garden for zones of fertile 
growth and places to learn from diversity. 

With a dose of humility and a soulful commitment to obser-
vation, the human capacity for adaptation and transformation 
makes far- reaching change possible. Seven generations from 
now — hopefully sooner — our descendants will thank us for 
the change we were able to make. 

institutions, corporations, legislation, social practices, health 
care system, schools, legal system, and social policies by how 
much love, compassion, kindness, generosity, and ethical and 
ecological sensitivity they inculcate within us.”

The Rockwood Leadership Institute, Transformative Ac-
tion Institute, the Movement Strategy Center, Generative 
Somatics, and many other wonderful organizers, trainers, 
educators, and organizations are engaging transformational 
techniques and practices to help leaders lead in collabora-
tive, healing ways. Instead of having a leader atop a pyramid 
who adopts a military- style chain of command, we can lean 
in to Ella Baker’s style of collaborative leaderful movements 
that unlock the potential of every participant.

The heart beating deep within the Black Lives Matter 
movement is one borne out of listening to how the systems 
around us dehumanize and devalue black lives — and many 
of their strategies and tactics of collaboration and direct ac-
tion are more rooted in human- friendly, collaborative, and 
organic approaches. 

Auburn Seminary, where I work as a cultivator of faith- 
rooted justice movements, is helping faith leaders and orga-
nizers imagine a multifaith movement for justice that heals 
and repairs the world — and heals each of us in the process. 
Other organizers are envisioning new faith- rooted models of 
community organizing that put our values and faith at the 
center of the table. 

Through emergent and new practices, movement  
leaders — and many subscribers to this magazine — are trying 
to envision a healthier and more collaborative social- justice 
movement by reaching for what feels right and human. 
While we might not use agricultural language, our guiding 
metaphor can be to work as gardeners, rather than factory 
foremen. 

This approach still feels radical, new, countercultural. 
We still have work to do to inspire movement makers and 
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mysterious “inspiration” that yielded 
poems was not far removed from that 
which yielded visions or oracles.

But this relationship, even as it has 
continued to the present day, is not 
without its problems. Does a prayer 
need to be well written? Does it mat-
ter if it’s beautiful? Will God be more 
likely to listen if it is? Is God really 
the audience, or is the devotional 
poem intended for one’s fellow mor-
tals, eavesdropping as it were on the 
poet’s performance? Is addressing 
a poem to God just another literary 

convention — like the Petrarchan  
beloved, only bigger? To what degree 
does sincerity matter? What is a devo-
tional poem really meant to do?

A new anthology from Yale Uni-
versity Press, Before the Door of God, 
edited by Jay Hopler and Kimberly 
Johnson, surveys English- language 
devotional poetry from its roots in 
the Hebrew psalms, Greek Homeric 
hymns, and early Christian lyrics, up 
through a variety of twentieth-  and 
twenty- first- century practitioners. It’s 
a beautifully produced volume, with 

Before the Door of God
edited by Jay Hopler and  
Kimberly Johnson 

Yale University Press, 2013

The Sea Sleeps:  
New and Selected Poems
by Greg Miller

Paraclete Press, 2014

Once in the West
by Christian Wiman

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014
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 Culture
BOOKS

Words of Devotion

RE V IE W BY DAV ID DA NOFF
 

Poetry and prayer have 
been tangled up from the start. 
For most cultures, the earliest 
extant poetry is a mixture of 

psalms and spells: language intended 
to do something supernatural, to bring 
forth blessings or curses, bridging the 
divide between the human and the  
divine. As Sir Philip Sidney reminds  
us in his A Defence of Poesie and 
Poems, the Romans called the poet 
“vates, which is as much as a diviner, 
foreseer, or prophet,” and other ancient 
cultures had similar terminology. The 
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to change in the late sixteenth century 
with Sidney, and even more a few  
decades later with George Herbert and 
John Donne, whose “Goodfriday, 1613. 
Riding Westward” depicts spiritual 
struggle in brutally tactile terms:

I turne my backe to thee, but to receive
Corrections, till thy mercies bid thee 

leave.
O thinke mee worth thine anger, 

punish mee,
Burne off my rusts, and my deformity,
Restore thine Image, so much, by thy 

grace,
That thou may’st know mee, and I’ll 

turne my face.

Donne’s poems have the sense of per- 
sonal investment, of a subjective con-
sciousness expressing private emotions, 
not to mention a more acute sensual-
ity, often tinged with maso chism, that 
we associate with so much subsequent 
lyric poetry. An emotional drama is 
enacted, spiritual truths are embodied 
in physical reality, and the intensity of 
expression draws the reader’s attention 
more to the humanity of the poet than 
to any external divinity.

Communal orthodoxy returns with 
a selection of eighteenth- century 
hymns (Isaac Watts, Charles Wesley, 
and others), but then we come to the 
doctrinal idiosyncrasies of Christo-
pher Smart, William Blake, and Emily 
Dickinson. And the scope of  belief  
expands to encompass the deism 
of Alexander Pope (“The Universal 
Prayer”), the pantheism of Ralph 
Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman 
(“A Noiseless Patient Spider”), and the 
pained agnosticism of Thomas Hardy 
(“To the Unknown God”). Under the 
influence of the Romantic movement, 
devotional poetry is increasingly a 
mode to investigate possible truths, to 
probe at inner doubts and fears, and to 
challenge metaphysical boundaries —  
like Whitman’s spider launching “fila-
ment, filament, filament, out of  itself,” 
seeking a connection somewhere.

By the turn of the twentieth century, 
with traditional religious observance 

One drop of water for my soul
   Or cordial in the searching cold;
Cast in the fire the perish’d thing;
   Melt and remould it, till it be
A royal cup for Him, my King:
   O Jesus, drink of me.

and so on, up through the plainspoken 
directness of Marie Howe’s “Prayer”:

Every day I want to speak with you. 
And every day something more 
important

calls for my attention — the drugstore, 
the beauty products, the luggage

I need to buy for the trip.

high- quality paper, attractive layouts, 
and generous margins. (Compared 
with the tissue- thin paper and min-
iscule print size of some anthologies, 
this one is designed for pleasurable 
reading.) Brief but thought- provoking 
essays introduce each section, and  
cogent headnotes introduce each 
author. In the early sections, the origi-
nal Hebrew, Greek, Latin, and Old 
English texts are provided alongside 
the translations.

One of the pleasures of this collec-
tion is the way it illustrates changes in 
poetic style through the centuries. The 
choppy, alliterative lilt of Cædmon’s 
Hymn (modernized by Kimberly John-
son), written in the seventh century,

Now must we praise heaven- kingdom’s 
guardian,

the measurer’s might and his 
mind- thoughts,

the work of the Gloryfather, how he of 
each wonder,

Eternal Lord, established a beginning.

gives way to the honeyed Elizabethan 
eloquence of George Gascoigne’s ver-
sion of Psalm 130, De Profundis:

From depth of doole wherein my soule 
doth dwell,

From heauy heart which harbours in 
my brest,

From troubled sprite which sildome 
taketh rest.

From hope to heauen, from dreade of 
darkesome hell.

O gracious God, to thee I crye and yell.

which in turn yields to the Cavalier 
playfulness of Robert Herrick’s “To 
God”:

Lord, I am like to mistletoe,
Which has no root, and cannot grow
Or prosper, but by that same tree
It clings about; so I by Thee.

which in time is succeeded by the  
earnest emotionalism of Christina 
Rossetti’s “A Better Resurrection”:

My life is like a broken bowl,
   A broken bowl that cannot hold

By the turn of 
the twentieth 
century, with 

traditional religious 
observance on 
the decline and 

spiritual practices 
taking a wider 

variety of forms, the 
distinction between 

religious and 
antireligious poetry 

begins to blur.
Along with stylistic shifts, there’s a 
notable change in the poets’ relation 
to the divine. In the first quarter or 
so of the anthology, there’s a sense of 
corporate orthodoxy. The poems are 
expressions of communal values more 
than individual experience, and their 
truths seem delivered ready- made 
rather than discovered or worked out 
in the course of the poem. This begins 
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In the wake of the eye, our oak cracks 
one thick

limb on a pivot, then lifts, about to split.
From the dark we watch the neighbor’s 

pear splay,
wind fling green pecans, wires block 

the driveway,
one low black wire (alive?) swinging 

the road.

A number of poems examine the trau-
matic experiences of a group of South 
Sudanese refugees who were relocated 
to his region of Mississippi and taken 
in by his church. In “Forgiveness,” the 
example of a Sudanese priest chal-
lenges Miller to struggle against anger 
and fear, against the “reptilian / root 
of the brain.” The lineation is unusu-
ally skittish for Miller, but the message 
is one of rock- solid grace:

The young priest
in the Khartoum camps
    buried so many
with his own hands
  that for a while he was driven mad.
He has come
 to teach the priests
    to make their hearts clean.

A key element of faith for Miller is 
music, particularly choral singing. 
Many of his poems speak of the way 
people from disparate backgrounds 
can merge into something greater. In 
“Broken Consort,” the private histories 
and preoccupations of a group of ama-
teur singers are briefly enumerated, 
before they come together to perform 
Brahms: 

breaking repetition and
variation, praise echoing
shaped praise,
making me feel whole, held
in how I’m not.

Miller’s poems of faith may be a  
means to access something he’s not —  
something more serene and thought-
ful and decent than anyone really 
could be. Raising his songs of “shaped 
praise,” he finds ways to make from 
an unruly, often unbearable world 

once, and the references to God are 
on the same level as references to T.S. 
Eliot, a cartoon gopher, and a list of 
flowers whose names begin with the 
letter d. One subject is as good as  
another; God is just another trope,  
another dip into inherited texts.

That’s not to say there aren’t more 
traditional religious poets still at work. 
Two recent collections demonstrate 
very different uses for the divine in 
contemporary poetry. For Greg Miller, 
religion and poetry both seem to func-
tion primarily as soothing agents, soft-
ening the rough contours of the world, 
asserting harmony and design where 
at first one sees only pain or ugliness. 
In The Sea Sleeps: New and Selected 

on the decline and spiritual practices 
taking a wider variety of forms, the 
distinction between religious and 
antireligious poetry begins to blur. 
Paeans to nature could be an assertion 
of faith — or just the opposite. A spiri-
tualist writer like Yeats could be seen 
as extending — or completely breaking 
with — the old traditions of religious 
poetry. At this point, the anthology  
begins to include quite a few poems 
that may or may not be devotional at 
all, depending on how one reads them.

For many modernists, the devo-
tional impulse expressed itself in  
attention to physical things, a sense of 
worship via pure description. Turning 
away from traditional observances, 
paradoxically, could bring one closer to 
God (just as rebellion against the tra-
ditional strictures of meter and rhyme 
could bring one closer to authentic 
poetry). In “Sunday,” William Carlos 
Williams juxtaposes a series of small 
sounds and scraps of overheard con-
versation with the unstated fact that 
the people he describes are not going 
to church; and yet, for Williams, this 
unadorned reality is the church:

Small barking sounds
Clatter of metal in a pan
A high fretting voice
and a low voice musical
as a string twanged —

Among contemporary postmodernists,  
eclecticism, fragmentation, indirect-
ness, and irony have become so per-
vasive that it’s hard to distinguish 
devotional poetry from poetry on any 
other subject — or every other subject. 
For instance, each of Josh Bell’s  
sequence of “Zombie Sunday” poems 
begins with an identical invocation: 
“Gentle handed holy father, or whom-
ever.” Then, by a series of associative 
leaps, they meander through nature, 
personal gripes, literary history (often 
profanely funny), and bursts of sur-
real imagery. He’s talking to God, he’s 
talking to a friend, or lover, or enemy, 
or possibly a muse figure, or probably 
some combination of all of these at 

For many 
modernists, the 

devotional impulse 
expressed itself 
in attention to 

physical things,  
a sense of 

worship via pure 
description.

Poems, Miller writes with a measured, 
thoughtful tone about people he’s 
known, places he’s visited, artworks 
he’s seen, and subjects he’s read about, 
and a quiet spirituality is everywhere 
apparent. It seems to be inherent in 
his mildness of manner.

There is devotion in the clear- eyed, 
undeceived, yet still optimistic wit-
ness Miller pays to everything around 
him — and in the refusal to indulge 
in hysterics. Even during Hurricane 
Katrina (“Wake”), his lines retain their 
stately pace and well- balanced clarity:
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Wiman’s work represents a tireless, 
often agonizing quest to understand 
the darkest truths of life — as well as a 
few of the brightest, sometimes where 
they’re least expected. He uses faith as 
a tool, alongside the music of poetry 
and the workings of the intellect, to 
peer ever further. His temperament is 
that of a seeker, for whom no previous 
answer is ever quite complete, and his 
poems refuse any easy solutions or  
obvious resting places.

Taken together, these books demon-
strate a variety of strategies still avail-
able to the contemporary writer to 
engage with age- old matters of faith 
without abandoning the imperative of 
modern verse to “make it new.” One 
of the oldest tasks of poetry remains 
vital, even if the results are sometimes 
veiled or ambivalent or slippery: to 
reach for the divine and to investigate 
the place of humanity in a vast, hard, 
and often inscrutable world. 

david danoff is a writer and editor liv-
ing near Washington, D.C. His poems and 
reviews have appeared in Tikkun and a 
number of other publications.
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stretches they withdraw into a shad-
owy world of memories, into the atten-
uated lives of people he grew up with 
and the barren West Texas landscape 
he remembers, as in “Sunday School”:

A city of loss lit in me.

Childhood: all the good
Godcoddled children

chiming past
the valley of the shadow:

old pews, old views
of the cotton fields

north, south,
east, west,

foreverness
sifting down like dust

There are intermittent rhymes, and 
sometimes the lines seem possessed 
by a sort of rhyming tic that generates 
new ideas from the play of sounds (“I 
fear I swear I tear open / what heart I 
have left // to keep it from being / and 
beating and bearing down on me”). 
There are frequent compound words 
(“stabdazzling darkness,” “icequiet,” 
“blacksleek streets”), as well as sharp 
enjambments that break words across 
the line breaks (“little up- / ruptures  
re- / settling / as of dust,” “in that back- //  
seat, sweat- / soaked, skin- // habited 
heaven / of days”). The language alter-
nately inches along, squeezing out each  
word with difficulty, or tumbles head-
long in a blur, as though driven by  
powerful compulsions.

There are a handful of more expan-
sive poems in the book, even gentle  
or tender ones, and some that find 
glimmers of hope or joy in unlikely 
places. In “My Stop is Grand,” the  
poet describes a cold morning on the 
Chicago El when the train

screechingly peacocked
a grace of sparks
   so far out and above
the fast curve that jostled
and fastened us
   into a single shock of — 
I will not call it love

something beautiful and whole, pour-
ing balm on the ugliness he sees with 
the measured cadences of poetry.

For Christian Wiman on the other 
hand, nothing is soothing, least of 
all poetry or religion. The poems in 
his new collection, Once in the West, 
struggle to understand the place of 
God in a world filled with suffering 
and loss. In the face of illness and pre-
mature death, when nothing remains 
but bittersweet memory and more 
painful days to come, faith — and the 
beauties of art, of poetry — can offer 
some comfort, but only a very cold 
comfort. The more intensely Wiman’s 
poems peer into the divine, the more 
troubled they seem to become.

In 2005, at the age of thirty- nine, 
less than a year after getting married 
and two years after taking over the 
editorship of Poetry magazine, Wiman 
was diagnosed with a rare, incurable 
blood cancer. Around that time, hav-
ing left behind the Baptist faith of his 
childhood years earlier, he and his wife 
began praying and attending church 
together. He became a believer and 
he began writing religiously oriented 
poetry. Today, he has two young daugh-
ters and teaches at the Yale Divinity 
School. In interviews, he talks of his 
cancer being in remission and a feeling 
of joy in his life. But his poems have, 
if anything, become more anguished, 
more restless and searching. The new 
book opens with a tentative “Prayer”:

even now,
my prayer

is that a mind
blurred

by anxiety
or despair

might find
here

a trace
of peace.

Wiman’s new poems are emaciated —  
almost skeletal at times, with just a 
word or two per line — and for long 

Online Exclusives
Tikkun is not just a print magazine — visit 
our blog at tikkun.org/daily and our web 
magazine site at tikkun.org. Each has content 
not found here. Our online magazine is an 
exciting supplement to the print magazine, 
and the daily blog brings in a range of voices 
and perspectives.

Visit tikkun.org/whatnext to read the 
powerful web exclusives associated with  
this issue, including contributions from  
Carol Ascher, Alon Ben- Meir, Tirzah 
Firestone, Noah Habeeb, Omid Safi, Sam 
Sussman, Rachel Unger, and Dov Waxman.

INTERN AT TIKKUN
info: tikkun.org/interns

Tikkun invites people of all ages to apply to  
work as interns and volunteers on editorial,  
social justice, environmental sanity, and 
consciousness- raising tasks at our office  
in Berkeley, CA. 
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Flawed System/Flawed 
Self: Job Searching and 
Unemployment Experiences
by Ofer Sharone

University of Chicago Press, 2013

As a career- development  
 specialist in the Boston area,  
 I watch my clients translate  
 who they are into what they 

do and then experience the satisfac-
tion of meaningful employment. The 
process can be deeply fulfilling for 
both the job seeker and the career 
counselor. But I have recently come 
to realize that this work can also be 
damaging: I see now that for years 
I unknowingly perpetuated self- 
blame among those who, despite their 
best efforts, remain unemployed or 
underemployed. 

Ofer Sharone’s book Flawed Sys-
tem/Flawed Self: Job Searching and 
Unemployment Experiences gave me 
a new framework for understanding 
the damaging effects of a fundamental 
premise behind most job search assis-
tance: the idea that unemployment is 
the result of remediable failings in an 
individual’s job search strategy, rather 
than a systemic failure created by the 
structure of our economic system. 

Sharone’s book helped me realize 
that I have been repeating the mes-
sages that keep job seekers in a posi-
tion of isolation and distress. How 
often have I focused primarily on an 
individual’s “fit” for a job, minimizing 
the role that broader economic forces 
play in keeping many people unem-
ployed for the long term? Using Sha-
rone’s book as a guide, I have come to 

understand more clearly how the  
individual and the system are inti-
mately connected, and I can work to 
interrupt the troubling patterns of 
self- blame I have been supporting in 
my role as a helping professional.

The Emotional Toll of 
Unemployment
Individuals who once thought that 
a college education, a solid record of 
work experience, and a positive work 
attitude would ensure economic  
security are finding this is no longer 
true. Those with limited educations or 
spotty work histories, meanwhile, are 
having an even harder time support-
ing themselves. Many hardworking 
individuals are struggling to support 
themselves and retire with any sem-
blance of financial security. 

While statistics indicate that the 
economy is improving, the long- term 
unemployed continue to experience 
the effects of being out of work for lon-
ger periods of time — effects that take 
a very serious toll on their emotional 
and physical health.

At first being out of work may feel 
like an opportunity, a time to take a 
break or explore new paths. But after 
about six months of constant rejec-
tion, with no positive responses from 
potential employers, individuals start 
to take it personally. They ask, “What 
is wrong with me that I am not getting 
a job?”

Sharone explores this move toward 
self- blame with a critical eye, showing 
how the career- management industry’s 
focus on improving individual job seek-
ers’ strategies contributes to this prob-
lem of self- blame. He describes how the 
career industry conveys the idea that 
if only you rework your resume one 
more time, say this specific phrase with 
this tone in your interview, mention 
this when you follow up, and network, 
network, network, you will fix your 

Beyond Self- Blame 
Destigmatizing Unemployment

RE V IE W BY A M Y M A ZUR

‘‘Job seekers 
need a vehicle 

for safe expres-
sion of these feel-
ings of shame and 
embarrassment.
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problem. This mentality leads job seek-
ers to see their individual efforts as the 
only problem, rather than blaming the 
economic system.

When caught in the grip of self- 
blame, job seekers can feel so isolated 
and incapacitated that they fail to reach 
out to their communities of support. 
Our best solutions come to us when 
we are fully connected. At those times, 
we realize our whole selves, inno vate, 
express our best creative ideas, and 
discover our vocational intentions. Self- 
blame shuts out this vital sense of con-
nection and possibility.

The Trap of Self- Blame
How can a job seeker feel anything 
other than self- blame if they do not get 
a job?

Sharone describes how “the same 
discourses and practices that pro-
duced the initial sense of control . . . 
lead job seekers to blame themselves 
for their difficulties and make it hard 
to continue searching.” 

In the United States, he writes, 
white- collar workers who are strug-
gling with long- term unemployment 
contend with a chemistry game, or a 
“game of fit.” He compares this system 
to the very different system that exists 

in Israel, where white- collar work-
ers contend with a “specs game” (or a 
game requiring that specific qualifica-
tions be met). He argues that the game 
of fit in the United States is much 
more likely to produce patterns of self- 
blame than the specs game in Israel, 
where workers tend to see employment 
decisions as a result of supply and  
demand for specific objective skills.

The game of fit can be translated to 
mean that every time you apply for a 
job, you are not only having your rel-
evant skills and experience evaluated, 
but you are also putting your whole 
identity out there to be evaluated. 
When you keep hearing, “You are not 
what we are looking for” in response, it 
is easy to start feeling like there’s some-
thing wrong with you as a person —  
that you are not a good person. Sha-
rone captures this idea succinctly 
when he writes that “the increasing 
blame of one’s inner self — as opposed 
to one’s external self- presentation —  
reflects a direct hit to precisely the area 
of vulnerability created by the emo-
tional labor of self- subjectification.” 

Sharone also notes that in cases 
of long- term unemployment, all 
of the blame is placed on the job 
seeker. Stepping into the shadows of 

self- blame, lone job seekers usually 
blame themselves rather than the sys-
tems that make long- term unemploy-
ment a chronic and necessary part of 
the U.S. economy. Employers, hiring 
managers, and our culture as a whole 
reinforce the idea that job seekers are 
to blame because they do not “fit” or 
they are not good enough.

“Unemployment continues to be 
understood as a matter that is private 
rather than public, and individual 
rather than structural,” Sharone 
writes. To the extent that workers 
focus blame on themselves, he adds, 
“American society escapes the conse-
quences of its own contradictions. The 
social order is thus protected, however, 
only at the psychological expense of 
those who have failed.”

Disrupting the Culture  
of Shame
It is extremely difficult to reframe 
long- term unemployment in a way 
that disrupts job seekers’ patterns of 
self- blame. To do so, job seekers need 
a vehicle for safe expression of these 
feelings of shame and embarrassment, 
an acknowledgement that these feel-
ings are normal given the rules of the 
game, and an acknowledgement that 
individual job seekers are not the only 
players in the game.

Sharone’s work has inspired the 
creation of one institution that is at the 
forefront of current efforts to disrupt 
the pervasive culture of self- blame 
and disconnection, reframe the job- 
seeking process, and provide connec-
tion and support: the Institute for  
Career Transitions (instituteforcareer 
transitions.org). In addition to gather-
ing qualitative data on the plight of the 
long- term unemployed, the institute 
invites career- management profes-
sionals to provide free career coach-
ing, career counseling, and group 
meetings for people facing long- term 
unemployment. In these meetings, 
the job seekers are not seen as at fault 
for their unemployment; rather, they 
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are supported and encouraged to see 
themselves as engaged in a strategi-
cally played game in which other play-
ers make the rules and have a very 
large stake in how the game is played.

Many career professionals have 
stepped up to support the work of the 
Institute for Career Transitions be-
cause we do not want to perpetuate a 
game that is a constant uphill climb 
for the job seeker. Some of us are join-
ing job seekers to argue that this game 
is not working, and some are pledging 
to change the system itself by fight-
ing to increase the minimum wage, 
secure support for contingent work-
ers, guarantee annual income for all 
workers, and build union power and 

engagement. On the legislative front, 
we need to campaign for the passage 
and implementation of policies that 
increase the rights of workers at all 
levels. We must also support the  
enforcement of initiatives introduced 
by the Obama administration to 
punish employers for discriminatory 
hiring practices and restructure the 
hiring system. And we need to support 
the many social change activists who 
are working to build a new economic 
system based on worker- owned  
cooperatives, socially responsible 
firms, and the aim of shared prosper-
ity and ecological health for all.

Sharone’s book and the work of the 
Institute for Career Transitions play an 

important role in these efforts because 
they rethink where the responsibil-
ity for chronic unemployment falls. 
Sharone’s work may at first seem only 
to address the dynamics of the job 
search, but it actually extends much 
further in scope, encouraging us to  
rethink the profound effect that  
unchecked self- blame can have, both 
on those who experience it and on 
those who collude in exacting it. 

amy mazur is a career- development 
specialist and counselor educator in the 
Greater Boston area who helps individuals 
begin, renew, and advance their careers 
while reflecting on the meaning of work  
in their lives. 
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The Psyche in Psychedelic

RE V IE W BY S T EPHEN MO H A N A N

Entheogens, Society & 
Law: Towards a Politics of 
Consciousness, Autonomy  
& Responsibility
by Daniel Waterman

Melrose Books, 2013

E arlier this year I joined 
some friends at a performance 
by the New York Philharmonic 
of Verdi’s Requiem Mass. Not 

one of us was Catholic or professed 
any creed threatening an afterlife of 
eternal suffering for the wicked. No 
perpetual willies over Judgment Day. 
Nevertheless, when the massed voices 
of chorus and orchestra unleashed 
their frenzy in the climactic “Dies irae” 
section, we four, like everyone in the 
packed house, were awestruck, trans-
fixed, energized with a terror deeper 
than anything you could glean from 
Bible class. No knowledge of Latin was 
required to register the urgent plead-
ing of “Libera me,” the joy of the “Sanc-
tus,” or the profound serenity of the 

“Agnus Dei.” Music like this bypasses 
the thinking, querulous mind into a 
realm of pure experience. The depth of 
feeling curbs any need to interpret.

I thought of this often while plow-
ing through Daniel Waterman’s 
Entheogens, Society & Law, an epic 
exploration of consciousness, the sub-
stances that alter it, the traditions that 
investigate it, and the scientistic and 
moralistic interpretations that miscon-
strue it. Like Verdi, Waterman wants to 
break through the conceptual frames 
that confine our experience of reality, 
in search of elemental truths housed 
in some private interior chamber. That 
his method relies on sentences and 
not sounds is both an aid and a limita-
tion. He may lack the dramatic genius 
that fuels Verdi’s musical power, but 
his mind is as comprehensive as Bucky 
Fuller’s, as densely detailed as Derrida’s,  
and as erudite as Diderot’s. His book 
offers more footnotes than the Talmud, 
some of them spellbinding, others in-
terminable. By the time he reaches his 
sublime “Afterword,” he has examined 

so minutely, digressed so encyclopedi-
cally, written so densely (and, I regret 
to report, proofread so atrociously) that 
the clarity and succinct force of his con-
clusions are as welcome as any miracle. 
But what a slog!
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psychic upheaval that may indeed be 
the DNA of “original sin.” It will have 
violent repercussions if not addressed 
and healed. But if everyone feels the 
wound, who will do the healing?

It seems we all leave the warm and 
familiar womb and enter this bright, 
noisy life scared shitless. PTSD is our 
birthright, and we soon enough learn 
that at the far end of the journey lurks 
death. In between we must contend 
with accident, illness, pain, and even 
cruelty. This is why you don’t have to 
be Catholic, or even Christianist, to 
tremble at the “Dies irae.” The arche-
type of dread is implanted deep in 
every one of us and plays a huge part 
in the way humanity behaves. 

The newborn’s instinctive bonding 
with its mother is nature’s way not 
only of compensating for the birth 
trauma, but of hinting at a future 
course that cherishes connection,  
intimacy, and love in place of fear and 
confusion. Unfortunately, not every-
one takes the hint. 

Given enough of life’s basic necessi-
ties, the vast majority of humankind is 
content to live in fellowship with our 
neighbors and kin. Two forces erode 
this. One is an insufficiency of the  
basics. The other is an unrestrained 
concept of “enough.” The first gives 
rise to conflict, but also to social move-
ments requiring empathy, cohesion, 
and justice. As for the second, just take 
a look around.

The world is a dangerous place, as 
Fox News never tires of reminding 
us. Yet pundits seldom stop to ask 
why this is, or if it must perpetually 
continue. Entheogens, Society & Law 
isn’t afraid to ask. A veteran of the 
“counter- cultural (r)evolution of the 
1960s,” the author was present as

Western authorities reacted by seeking 
to repress or eradicate any intimation 
of a link between psychedelics, non-  
ordinary states of consciousness, reli-
gious or mystical experience, (mental) 
health and the ethical problems of 
Western society.

Waterman isn’t shy about his own  
extensive entheogenic experiences, 
and he gives them credit for confirm-
ing a more generous view: we’re not 
only sinless, we are blessed. “The 
kingdom of heaven is within you” is a 
metaphoric summation of an observed 
condition. As he explains, “. . . our 
alienated state is fundamentally an 
illusion and spiritual awakening con-
sists of nothing more than a dispelling 
of that illusion and the compulsive act-
ing out of its implications.”

Of course, that “nothing more” can 
happen in a sudden flash of cosmic  
insight, or demand a lifetime of 
therapy and contemplation, or both. 

“Entheogens” (if you haven’t already 
consulted a dictionary) is the more 
recent term for what British psychia-
trist Humphry Osmond christened 
“psychedelics” back in 1957, when he 
and a Canadian colleague initiated a 
series of long- term studies of hallu-
cinogenic drugs, LSD and psilocybin 
among them. Similar research in the 
United States and Europe was, de-
spite intriguing discoveries, almost 
completely halted by various legisla-
tive bodies starting in the late sixties. 
Waterman has entrusted his book 
with a task no less arduous than creat-
ing a historical (and even prehistoric) 
context for the human investigation 
of mind- altering substances, probing 
the deep psychological roots of taboos 
enforced by authoritarian institu-
tions, and proposing that without a 
shared commitment to individual 
inner growth, our species is unlikely to 
endure.

Not everybody is persuaded that we 
will, or should. Waterman offers a fas-
cinating analysis of apocalyptic cults 
past and present, portraying belief in 
a coming end of the world as the ego’s 
apprehension of personal death writ 
large. He is unsparing in his critique 
of Christianism (my preferred term for 
the “get saved or be damned” theology 
that worships Jesus but ignores his 
advice), pointing out that the doctrine 
of original sin, with its “particularly 
insidious effect on the psyche,” has 
been a gift to authoritarian elites from 
its inception, fostering an archetype 
of unfitness and justifying the main-
tenance of strict social control. When 
so- called conservatives invoke “human 
nature” to scold the idealistic, they are 
merely rebranding Saint Paul for the 
post- Freudian market. 

Entheogens, Society & Law makes  
a persuasive case that alternative  
answers to the dilemma of   “fallen 
man” not only exist but have always 
existed and can be accessed directly 
through a person’s mental system 
without reference to external author-
ity, be it church, state, or media. 

‘‘The archetype of 
dread is implanted 
deep in every one 
of us and plays a 

huge part in the way 
humanity behaves.

But when the illusion- compelled 
acting- out reaches the level of violence 
exhibited by the guys who boss our 
world, it’s clear that said illusion needs 
urgently to be examined. What is it? 
Where does it come from?

Transforming a Violent World
Violence breeds alienation which 
breeds more violence, ad infinitum. 
But Waterman offers another clue, 
drawn from data by researchers like 
Stanislav Grof, who have observed, 
when regressing patients under enthe-
ogenic supervision, strikingly similar 
recollections of the birth trauma. 
The imprint that expulsion from the 
womb makes on our pre- verbal minds, 
stored in the unconscious and once 
thought irretrievable, now turns out 
to usher us into life with a fearful 
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effects Waterman vividly (if exhaust-
ingly) documents: teachers who  
offered, openly or in secret, a rival, 
radical interpretation to counter the 
prevailing one. They taught paths of 
peace and amity, creativity and bliss, 
to be encountered within. Teachers 
remembered and forgotten, sometimes 
esteemed, more often spurned.

“Must then a Christ perish in torment 
in every age to save those that have no 
imagination?” asks George Bernard 
Shaw’s Saint Joan. Her partner in a 
flaming death, Lt. Muath al- Kasasbeh, 
is only the latest sacrifice to Moloch, the 
dread god who imagines only the worst. 
Can we even begin to imagine a world 
where such cruelty ceases? Do we  
have it within us? What would the  
entheogenist John Lennon say?

Waterman was raised in a secular 
leftist family of Holocaust survivors 
who settled in Holland after the war. 
His first entheogenic experiences were 
profound though not religious, except 
perhaps in the Tom Paine sense: “The 
word of God is the creation we behold.” 
By comparison, my Orthodox back-
ground culminated in fiery Hebrew  
letters streaming through space.  
Waterman is less inclined than I am  
to think of the encountered place as  
divinity, but it manifests through him 
no less for that, as loving attention to the  
world and society and a call to healing.

Early in the book, Waterman  
expounds (at perhaps unnecessary 
length) on the varied meanings of the 
Greek word pharmakon, from which 
we derive pharmacist, Big Pharma, 
etc. It can be translated as “medicine,” 
“remedy,” and even “poison.” He uses 
this to transition into the theme of  
interpretation that runs throughout. 
To Vietnam- era upholders of the status 
quo, mescaline was definitely a poison. 
To redwood- hugging hippies it was a 
remedy. Each would have viewed the 
other as insane. 

But surely there’s middle ground, 
a place where meeting is possible. 
Everyone can see the world humanity 
has created since the Industrial and 

psychotic, so can reading the Bible  
or Qur’an. It’s all in the interpreting. 
All in the interpreting. A free society 
allows everyone to weigh the pros and 
cons and decide for themselves, with-
out coercion or prohibition. The true 
paradigm shift is one from authori-
tarianism to imagination, from should 
to could.

Such a shift flies directly in the face 
of competitive consumerism, to say 
nothing of militarism and environ-
mental plunder. The few who profit 
hugely from all three do so because 
they have hypnotized the many into 

Though clearly of the left, he shares 
the view of many from his era that 
political reform is insufficient (if not 
useless) without some corresponding 
development in consciousness and 
in values. And likewise, the sign of 
transformed consciousness is an ego- 
busting concern for the world around 
us, both social and planetary: a 
paradigm shift simultaneously among 
masses and elites, of the sort that the 
late sixties so notably spawned. 

As a member of that generation 
(which a friend once called the “Aquar-
ian Age shock troops”), I find myself 
more than occasionally wondering 
what went haywire. Were the prophets 
of a transformed world somewhat pre-
mature or completely deluded? Or did 
we simply underestimate the threat 
we posed and the tenacity of the resis-
tance? Was “hippie spirituality”—  
a cosmic panorama shrunk into two 
words — merely the product of drug- 
addled, New Age nitwits, or a vision-
ary revolt against the sociopolitical 
morbidity spawned by the relentless, 
egoistic money lust of capitalism in 
our time? 

Time will unfold its answer, which 
depends on our willingness to merge 
the external world with the interior 
one that perceives and responds to 
it. The odds are interesting. I like the 
paradox in the idea of a politics of 
meaning. Meaning is an interpreta-
tion we locate inside ourselves, while 
politics is typically located in the 
world without. But it’s a chicken- or- 
egg proposition. It seems to me that 
the meaning of life appears only when 
it derives from relating to something 
more than ourselves, and politics mat-
ter only when they either reinforce or 
challenge our inner values.

Is it for me to judge if people use  
entheogens to get high rather than 
deep? No more than if they practice 
yoga for physical fitness rather than 
spiritual development. Waterman 
likes the analogy of tools, which can 
be used, misused, or left alone. If an 
LSD trip can make you a saint or a 

‘‘To Vietnam-era 
upholders of 

the status quo, 
mescaline was 

definitely a poison. 
To redwood-hugging 

hippies it was a 
remedy.

accepting their interpretation of the 
scene that life perpetually unfolds  
before us, commonly known as reality. 
This interpretation favors scientific 
reductionism over spiritual inquiry, 
habit over spontaneity, calculation 
over wonder, mechanism over intui-
tion, alarm over serenity, and so forth. 
To challenge this, or any approved 
interpretation, is perilous, as history 
repeats and repeats.

Embracing Holistic Medicine
Every culture on every continent has 
had its own version of tribal indoctri-
nation, but there have also everywhere 
been shamans, curanderas, medicine 
men, prophets, and contrarians, often 
with knowledge of mind- altering 
plants whose personal and social 
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We desperately need to evolve a deeper, 
more empowering understanding of 
human nature and history with which 
to meet the challenges we face . . . a 
radical awakening to the powers of the 
human heart/mind/spirit that is poten-
tially available to every human being, 
precisely because it comes from within, 
and not from some mystical external 
source that we cannot question.

I hope Daniel Waterman keeps these 
questions coming. The arc of the moral 
universe is indeed long, but it calls on 
every one of us to make it shorter. 

stephen mo hanan performed on 
Broadway and London’s West End in some 
of the most conspicuous musicals of the 
eighties. Now a playwright, his latest, 
Hush Money, was a semifinalist for the 
O’Neill Playwrights Conference and the 
Bay Area Playwrights Festival.
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mushrooms — for alcoholics and cancer 
patients. Results are encouraging, out-
standingly so in terms of curing alco-  
holism and helping the terminally ill 
live joyously and face death fearlessly. 
Leading neuroscientists have begun 
to consider and appreciate aspects of 
the mind that overrule scientism itself, 
implying that the mystics may have 
been right all along. Only this moment 
is real.

Forty- five years ago Ram Dass  
proposed in Be Here Now that the  
rational mind is “a perfect servant and 
a lousy master.” Where is the better 
master that the mind is designed to 
serve? Waterman finds it in the maze 
of the unconscious, a maze compli-
cated by false starts, dead ends, surges 
of panic and terror. Yet in due course 
the maze leads to where the ultimate 
mystery awaits, a mystery that has 
no name because, like music, it defies 
reason:

American Revolutions is altered mate-
rially almost beyond recognition.  
But the psychological system that  
undergirds the material one is where 
the changes begin. Today’s world 
is a product of ideas that began in 
the minds of countless individuals: 
Thomas Edison and Adolf Hitler, 
Clara Barton and Samuel Colt, Steve 
Jobs and Mao Zedong. If the intel-
ligence of our species is to outlast its 
destructive tendencies, we must turn 
to therapeutic intervention. If there 
exist medicines in our world that can 
restore a perplexed mind to clarity in 
ways that forge deep connections with 
others and with the natural world, 
wouldn’t we be fools to overlook them?

Change is in the air. Johns Hopkins, 
NYU, the University of  New Mexico, 
and schools in London and Zurich are 
sponsoring clinical trials of the pallia-
tive effects of psilocybin — a compound 
found in some species of entheogenic 
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Dante’s Politics 

The decorative mosaic adorning the ancient synagogue floor
is innocent of its future. Good luck, it means to say, or 

my swastika hands miming perpetual motion wish you 
everlasting peace and prosperity. And what coincidence

sends my son running across the plaza, blowing again 
and again on his precious pinwheel toy? Say what you mean, 

I want to shout. I am listening to the politicians
in the courtyard, excavating for small truths buried

beneath thick stratum of tedious lies. And when I am dust
who will interpret these few odd poems addressed 

to family and friends? When I am gone who will explain
Dante’s politics to my child? Exiled during the war

of the Blacks and the Whites, did his writings 
favor empire or church? Sometimes I forget 

even my own lust for small temporary power. Good luck. 
is my wish for my son who briefly holds his breath 

as if contemplating his future, and the pinwheel of words 
he will spin into the world to disguise or uncover his meanings. 

— Richard Michelson
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R E C O M M E N D S

The United States 
and Terrorism: 
An Ironic Perspective
Ron Hirschbein
Rowman and 
Littlefi eld, 2015

 DON’T GIVE UP HOPE!
Chanukah and Christmas both celebrate the return of hope 
and light when the days are short and dark. 
But after nearly seven years of waiting for change, many 
Americans have given up hope in the Democrats. Millions 
of Americans still suffer from the fi nancial crisis, despite 
the taxpayer bailout of Wall Street. The White House has 
continued the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, begun bombing 
in Syria, threatened Iran and Russia, and vetoed UN resolu-
tions that would empower Palestine and hold both Israel 
and Hamas responsible for the terrible consequences of 
their 2014 war. Obama pays lip service to environmental 
concerns while opening new lands for oil drilling and 
promoting trade agreements that would further empower 
global corporations to evade social and environmental 
constraints. Record numbers of both deportations and 
drone strikes are also still mounting. 

It’s no wonder that so many Americans don’t bother to vote 
at all, or feel complete cynicism about visionary ideas.

But there is still reason to hope. First, let us appreciate the 
Obama administration’s attempts to reach an agreement 
aimed at preventing Iran from developing nuclear weapons. 
The White House also made the overdue decision to 
reestablish diplomatic relations with Cuba. So little, so 
late — but still something.
We urge you to let the spirit of Chanukah and Christmas 
remind you that most people on this planet really do 
yearn for something totally different. Let these holidays 

reconnect you to your most hopeful aspirations — and 
then join with Tikkun to become part of our campaign for 
the Environmental and Social Responsibility Amendment 
to the U.S. Constitution (ESRA), our push for a Global 
Marshall Plan, our call for openhearted transformation 
of consciousness between Israel and Palestine, and our 
creation of professional task forces to envision what a world 
based on our New Bottom Line would actually look like. 
Don’t let the light go out—in yourself or in others. Keep the 
faith and let the spirit of hope return, whether in the form 
of a holy baby born in a manger in Bethlehem, a struggle by 
the Maccabean guerrilla army against the mightiest colonial 
power of its time, or whatever other spiritual resources you 
draw upon to keep hope alive.
And help us keep Tikkun alive by joining the Network of 
Spiritual Progressives at spiritualprogressives.org and 
buying gift subscriptions to Tikkun for friends, co-workers, 
and people in your civic, religious, or political communities. 
Finally, please note that Cat Zavis, executive director of the 
Network of Spiritual Progressives, is available to conduct 
three different training workshops in your community, 
focused on 1) developing empathic communication skills to 
help people talk to others with whom they disagree about 
Israel and Palestine, 2) training staff and activists of social 
change organizations on effective outreach strategies, 
and 3) training you and your friends and neighbors on how 
to be effective spiritual progressive activists. For more 
information, contact cat@spiritualprogressives.org.

This is a deeply insightful analysis of how self-destructive 
and dangerous to all humanity U.S. responses to and 
engagements with terrorism have been. For many 
decades, Ron Hirschbein has been an intellectual archi-
tect of Concerned Philosophers for Peace. He asserts that 
the U.S. campaign against terrorism has helped produce 
the very violent world it was supposed to prevent. Ter-
rorism is most widely understood as the intended infl ic-
tion of violence upon noncombatants or civilians, so it is 
ironic that most of the Western media fail to notice that 
the United States and its allies have been engaged in ter-
rorism since World War II, despite sanctimoniously con-
demning the terrorist actions of others. Hirschbein gives 
us an alternative history of the past seventy years. He 
unveils systematic hypocrisy in the self-understanding 
and self-representation of Americans who cheer on 
their government’s aggressions but are shocked at the 

violence of others, even as U.S. terrorism has predictably remained a recruit-
ing tool for jihadists. Hirschbein’s book is indispensible for anyone trying to 
build a saner world. He brings wisdom, analytic clarity, and humor to this 
important study.

James Carroll’s Constantine’s Sword 
unveiled to many Christians the 
sordid way that Christian institu-
tions transformed Jesus’s message 
of liberation into a doctrine to sup-
port imperial domination and the 
persecution of Jews. In this newer 
book, Carroll attempts to reclaim 
the prophetic voice of Jesus that 
is rooted in Jewish messianism: 
“Recovering that sense of Chris-
tian Jewishness, like recovering the 
Jewishness of Jesus, defi nes the es-
sential work that Christians must 
do in a post-Auschwitz world.” 
Throughout this powerful and in-
sightful presentation of the ways 
a Christian can be “faithful to the 

classical tradition of Christian faith while simultaneously limiting assertion 
about (Jesus) to a modern—or postmodern—mind,” Carroll reads Christian 
texts from a contemporary perspective, in light of the distortions that led to 
the destructive misuse of these texts in the past.  
 Contemporary Christians can take special pride in the work of Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, the outspoken Christian activist whose challenge to apartheid 
won him the 1984 Nobel Peace Prize. Tutu became the chair of South Africa’s 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which sought to lead his country 
beyond the pain and anger that had festered under racist oppression. This 
beautiful and insightful book should be part of the school curriculum in every 
country of the world. The authors preach forgiveness and offer practical 
instruction for getting to the place within oneself where one can genuinely 
forgive those who have caused unreasonable and systematic harm. His work 
with Mpho Tutu lays out “a fourfold path for healing ourselves and our world” 
that is at once easily accessible and urgently needed.

Orthodox Rabbi Yanklowitz makes a powerful case for 
the centrality of social justice in Judaism and challenges 
Jews to become faith-based activists in the work of 
tikkun olam, here conceived not as doing a few acts of 
charity but as challenging the selfi shness and material-
ism of contemporary society. “I feel compelled to work 
for justice from within Orthodoxy,” he writes. “In a com-
munity that is oftentimes so dedicated to text study and 
yet also sadly passive in social systemic change beyond 
the parochial, it is my conviction that our sense of duty 
for laws of ritual must apply with equal force to laws 
and ethics of kavod ha-briot (honoring all people), tzelem 
Elokim (serving with the consciousness that all people 
are created in the image of God), and v’ahavta l’re’echa 
kamocha (loving another like oneself).” Yanklowitz goes 

on to address many of the most signifi cant social issues of our time, includ-
ing education, health, ethical consumption, the health risks of eating meat, 
animal welfare, gun control, torture, prisons, immigration, gambling, sexual 
abuse, business ethics, discrimination against Muslims, the demonization of 
sharia law, overpopulation, and the failure of our society to use its resources 
to eliminate global hunger and poverty. In each area, Yanklowitz shows that 
“the purpose of the Torah and the Jewish tradition is to inspire leadership for 
the creation of a more just and holy world.” Give Yanklowitz’s book as a gift to 
every rabbi you know, but also to every clergyperson and religious activist—
this enlightening and powerful book is certain to make a huge impact on 
anyone who reads it. And it will give secularists and militant atheists a new 
respect for the powerful ethical vision that Judaism can sustain when it’s not 
being appropriated for nationalist or fear-mongering purposes.

The Soul of Jewish 
Social Justice
Shmuly Yanklowitz
Urim Publications, 
2014

Christ Actually: 
The Son of God for 
the Secular Age
James Carroll
Viking, 2014

The Book of Forgiving: 
The Fourfold Path for 
Healing Ourselves and 
Our World
Desmond Tutu 
and Mpho Tutu
HarperOne, 2014

In this short, rich book of prose poems, Clive Wilmer re-
news the pastoral tradition by eschewing romantic ideal-
izations and coming into contact with the living image of 
an Eden corrupted by natural processes. Those processes, 
which connect us to the mystery of life and spirit, include 
both the workings of memory and the mechanisms of 
civilization. Wilmer’s memories are of a midcentury 
South London childhood “injured by enemy bombs”; of 
wooded commons where trees were “the very image of 
freedom in community”; of discoveries of Shakespeare’s 
power and Louis Armstrong’s musical “good place, where 
the leopard lies down with the kid”; and of art as “the ex-
pression of man’s pleasure in labour.” These memories 

form a groundwork for his warmly drawn and enigmatic human portraits, 
which enliven a religious vision that is convincing for its glowing clarity 
and sense of scale. Also recommended: Wilmer’s New and Collected Poems 
(Carcanet, 2012).

Urban Pastorals
Clive Wilmer
Worple Press, 2014
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