



The Touro Covenant must survive the attack on the USS Liberty

Sidney O. Smith III

For happily the Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving it on all occasions their effectual support.

May the children of the Stock of Abraham, who dwell in this land, continue to merit and enjoy the good will of the other Inhabitants.…

George Washington in a letter to Moses Seixas, Warden of the Touro Synagogue, August 21, 1790.

And with that correspondence, George Washington in his response to Moses Seixas of Touro Synagogue created, for all intents and purposes, a secular covenant that has defined the American experience from the beginning and, hopefully, until the end.   

And yes, covenant is the right word, for history has proven that the exchange of letters between the two men created a national experience that transcended a mere contractual arrangement between Jew and Gentile and instead became one in which a new kinship was born.  In essence and notwithstanding the antipathy demonstrated by a few against the other, Jews and Gentiles became part of the same American family.   So the Judaic experience became interwoven with that of the Jeffersonian  tradition -- one that has stressed anti-imperialism, separation of church and state, and religious toleration.   

You can see this experience reflected in the 19th century work, Religious Liberty, by the neoclassical Jewish American sculptor -- Moses Jacob Ezekiel.  Just check out this work of art for a couple of minutes, including the loaded words “Israelites in America”, and one thing becomes clear:  over the last 200 plus years, the Judaic experience in America has evolved into something entirely unique and one that distinguishes itself from that which has arisen out of the rest of the world, including, apparently, modern-day Israel.  It is highly unlikely that anything in the mainstream of Israel’s modern history even remotely suggests the spirit that gave birth to the Touro Covenant, much less a type of creativity that inspired Moses Jacob Ezekiel’s work on religious liberty.    Or looked at differently, Ezekiel’s monument to religious liberty makes for an interesting juxtaposition when placed, in the mind’s eye, next to Israel’s monument called the separation barrier. 

But with that in mind, every covenant carries with it certain reciprocal obligations and conditions.  And if I understand the debate now fracturing the Jewish American community, particularly after Operation Cast Lead as well as President Obama’s speech in Cairo, some serious soul-searching has arisen that has led to the question of whether or not the American experience is one and the same as Jabotinsky’s revisionist Zionism, also known as the Iron Wall.     

To word the question differently, J-Street or AIPAC?  Two State or Buber’s binational approach?  Zionism, Post-Zionism, or no Zionism at all?  Exclusivity or universalism?  Or to borrow from Naomi Klein’s recent speech in Ramallah where she essentially asked, Never again just for us or never again for all?  

Frame the question as you want, but taken collectively, they truly demonstrate that Phil Weiss was correct when he wrote that we live in a time of ideological disarray.   9-11 and its aftermath have blown asunder traditional worldviews, perhaps lending credit to the work of Michael Ledeen and his neoconservatives.  They were the ones who openly claimed that “creative destruction is our middle name, both within our own society and abroad”.  And, if Ledeen’s early writings are any indication, they dedicated their work of destruction to Italian fascists from yesteryear and then attempted to impose their view onto others through the power of the State, particularly as envisioned by Cheney’s and Addington’s  gospel called the unitary executive theory.

And since everything is now blown to bits -- credit where credit is due -- I would like to throw a few more questions into the mix with the hope that answering them may reveal new insights that will lead to new organizing principles that, in turn, will keep the Touro Covenant intact.    I am working on the assumption that when all is said and done  Michael Ledeen and company, upon more reflection, perhaps do not want to see the creative destruction of the tradition that has been given to us by the Touro Covenant.  

So here are the questions,  admittedly designed to rattle and roil.  So which do you choose…the spirit underlying the Touro Covenant  and Ezekiel’s idea of religious liberty or, instead, the ethnic nationalism that underlies revisionist Zionism that predominates today?  In other words, suppose under certain circumstances, hypothetical or not, the question is no longer one of “and/both” but “either/or”.  Do you choose to side with an American Gentile who believes in E Pluribus Unum and the American system of justice  or an ethnic nationalist turning the nuclear launch key at Dimona while reciting the last three verses of Psalm 149?  Or as Avahram Burg wrote in his most recent work -- an expression of moral courage if there ever was one -- “Are these my brothers?”

The answer ultimately may revolve around the meaning of “good citizens” as referenced in Washington’s letter to the Touro Synagogue or, framed a little differently, whether or not the idea of a “good citizen” includes promoting Jabotinksy’s Zionism abroad, even at the expense of US national security interests.   And publicly discussing one historical event, for the most part a repressed American memory, may help pop open the box -- let’s hope it’s not Pandora’s -- that will lead to a consensus as to what constitutes a “good citizen”.    

And the event is this: the Israeli attack on the intelligence-gathering spy ship, the USS Liberty on June 8, 1967.   

Much has been written on the internet about the attack, so I am assuming that people are familiar with the incident.  But in a nutshell, on the morning of the fourth day of the Six-Day War, the USS Liberty was trolling in international waters off the Sinai Coast near the town of El Arish.  The sea was calm and the day cloudless; and, according to the testimony of all Americans involved, an ensign (US flag) was flying from a Liberty masthead.    Throughout the morning and almost by the hour, Israeli reconnaissance planes circled overhead, identifying the ship as the uniquely designed and essentially unarmed USS Liberty.

Then early in the afternoon -- about 90 minutes after US Secretary of State Dean Rusk sent a cable to the Israeli Government that, in essence, demanded that the Israelis not seize the Golan Heights -- the IDF attacked the USS Liberty, using both its air force and navy in a coordinated assault.  It began with the electronic jamming of the ship’s communications.  Unmarked Israeli Mirage III’s and Mystere fighter bombers appeared on the horizon and flew in at attack level, firing cannon, including armor piercing projectiles, rockets as well as dropping napalm.   Communications were all but knocked out and the bridge of the ship turned into a fireball, although miraculously an SOS was sent out to the Sixth Fleet  (thanks in part to the work of Terry Halbardier, who in May of this year, was finally presented a Silver Star for his heroism). 

But, in the meantime, three Israeli torpedo boats moved in, raking both sides with machine-gun fire before launching five torpedoes, one of which hit the starboard side, leaving a gaping 40 foot hole and instantly killing several sailors and NSA personnel.   Finally, two Israeli helicopters, carrying troops, arrived. And according to the testimony of Liberty vet survivor and retired Secret Service agent, Lloyd Painter, as well as others, the Israeli helicopters machine-gunned an empty life raft that was floating astern the Liberty, which at that point, was listing heavily to starboard and dead in the water.

During this attack -- that lasted over an hour -- the Sixth Fleet twice launched aircraft to protect the Liberty and twice the White House called them back.  And when it all had ended, the carnage was horrendous.  Out of a crew of approximately 300, 34 were killed and 171 wounded, including people from different races and all walks of life.  The casualty rate reached almost 70 per cent -- the highest casualty rate on a US Navy ship since the end of World War II.  

Yet, despite the ferocity of this attack involving both the air force and navy and despite the high number of Americans killed and wounded, the subsequent US Navy investigation into the attack, ultimately overseen by Admiral McCain, lasted a grand total of eight days. It excluded the testimony of several of the Liberty survivors and failed to include any true forensic analysis.  Additionally, high-ranking Navy officers ordered the Liberty crew never to discuss the incident or face court-martial.  So in effect, the incident was deep-sixed, and to date, no Congressional hearing has taken place that focuses exclusively on the attack -- the only time in US history that an attack on a navy ship has not resulted in such an inquiry. 

In all likelihood, President Johnson, who initially was appalled by the attack, decided to quash the investigation as he wanted Jewish American support for his reelection hopes as well as support for his Vietnam War policies.  He, of course, ultimately received support for neither, but he made the decision to cover-up the attack after heeding the advice of former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and rejecting that of former Secretary of State Dean Rusk.  And during the decades since, several other high-ranking US Government officials have asserted that Dean Rusk was correct when he held firm to the belief, until his dying day, that the “attack was outrageous.”

With that very brief introduction out of the way, if you think the controversy surrounding the attack on the USS Liberty is going to vanish, you are wrong.  All evidence suggests the contrary.  For one thing, the idea that the attack was premeditated and that the Liberty vets suffered an egregious injustice appears to have become part of the institutional memory of at least part of the US Military, despite US Government and Israeli wording to the contrary and notwithstanding the fact that some in the military have taken a stand otherwise or acquiesced to a continuing code of silence.  (To be fair, it should be noted that former Secretary of the Navy and now US Senator from Virginia, Jim Webb, apparently has elected to include himself in the latter group).

But as for evidence that many among the rank and file believe the attack was intentional and the cover-up a miscarriage of justice, just check military blogs when the Liberty incident is raised and then decide for yourself.  Generally speaking, comments by the enlisted men and women on the fate of the Liberty vets resemble those by people who are ready for a knife fight at a bar in Phenix City, Alabama on Saturday.   Worded a bit differently,  NCO’s  are not going to let it go and will respond tothose who repeat Jay Cristol’s idea that the attack was a mistake or Michael Oren’s argument, “Case Closed”.  

In many ways, it is very understandable and reasonable that the rank and file of today’s military support the Liberty vets.  As inferred, ever since the time the USS Liberty barely made it back to Malta for repairs and up until today, a very reputable group of high-ranking officers of the US Navy, the United States Marine Corps, as well as members of  the US intelligence communities, have taken up the view of the Liberty vets that the attack was intentional.  To gain a deeper understanding of this tradition -- and I urge you to give it a try --  I invite you to read an essay I wrote at Sic Semper Tyrannis titled, Born Fighting for the USS Liberty?”. One of the aims of the essay is to demonstrate that it is entirely reasonable for those not in the loop -- which certainly includes me -- to conclude that probable cause exists that a Congressional investigation should take place.  Therefore, the controlling issue is one of correcting and eventually memorializing a miscarriage of American justice -- one that has had a profound effect on US foreign policy in the Middle East since 1967.  

The essay mentions not only a resolution calling for a Congressional investigation passed each year  by the members of the VFW -- hardly a fringe group -- but also identifies several officials from the upper echelons of the US Government, including Admirals Thomas Moorer and Bobby Ray Inman, Col. Patrick Lang, Dean Rusk and others who collectively can be described as standing up for the truth about the USS Liberty attack.  But one name was omitted inadvertently and the identity of this person is so interesting, at least to me, that I now want to take this opportunity to amend the list of expert witnesses who have made statements that, when viewed collectively, support the idea that the Israeli attack was premeditated, coordinated, and deliberate.    

Admiral  George Stephen Morrison -- the father of the lead singer of the Doors, Jim Morrison --  believed the IDF acted much like killers on the road.  Admiral Morrison saw the attack on the USS Liberty as a false flag operation much in the tradition of Operation Susannah (that led to the Lavon affair) -- a series of Israeli bombings in Egypt in 1954 aimed at inciting US animosity towards the Muslim Brotherhood, among others.  And when placed in the context of  the VFW resolution and Morrison‘s analysis,  one could argue that Operation Susannah presents what those in the law call similar transaction evidence to show the perpetrators’ bent of mind and therefore help explain the mens rea -- that is, guilty state of mind -- that led to the attack on the Liberty. Here’s Wiki discussing Admiral Morrison and making the connection.

“Some believe [Admiral Morrison’s] Naval career may have been slowed by political undertones surrounding his analysis of the USS Liberty incident which occurred in 1967. Morrison opposed the official US Navy response to the attack, and proposed an immediate and swift economic and military response against Israel  for the attack on an official US Navy ship. Morrison's analysis and political motivation was at odds with the soft non-militaristic response ultimately taken by the US State Department and US Navy. Morrison asserted Israel intentionally attacked  the USS Liberty trying to disguise Israel  torpedo boats as Syrian vessels in an attempt to provoke a war between the United States and Syria…”

Or to borrow a line from a song, “The Hill Dwellers”, by Admiral Morrison’s son:  “Wait! There has been a slaughter here!”  Such a line, in turn, reminds one again of Naomi Klein’s question when she asked in essence, Never again just for us or never again for all?

Regardless, a slaughter of essentially unarmed and innocent Americans unfolded that day. And the reporting of the slaughter of these Americans as well as forensic analysis of the Israeli attack continue to this day.  The first attempt to break the code of silence and reach the general public began in 1979 with Assault on the Liberty-- a book written by James M. Ennes Jr.  A Liberty survivor who suffered severe shrapnel wounds to his right leg, James Ennes was the first to chronicle the attack in its bloody detail and give the American public its first indication that a cover-up took place.  Thirty years later and just this June, one of the most respected publishing houses in the world, Simon and Schuster released The Attack on the Liberty by James Scott -- an award-winning reporter and Harvard Neiman fellow -- and no one has yet successfully countered Scott’s presentation of evidence that points overwhelmingly to a deliberate attack.   

Between these two bookends, you will find reputable and world renown investigative journalists weighing in, such as  Peter Hounam, who produced the BBC documentary, Dead in the Water and James Bamford, who in his book, Body of Secrets, devotes an entire chapter to the attack on the USS Liberty.   Although not titled “Wait! There has been a slaughter here” but close enough -- “Blood” -- Bamford concludes that “there is certainly more than enough probable cause to conduct a serious investigation into what really happened -- and why”.   Bamford’s view is corroborated by the work of US Navy vet Ken Halliwell who,  perhaps more than anyone else in the world, has taken upon himself to conduct a forensic analysis of the attack-- an aspect of the investigation totally lacking in the US Navy inquiry (NCOI).  And his evidentiary essays not only point to a deliberate attack, but also they reveal that Jay Cristol may have used fake photographs in his book The Liberty Incident to argue the attack was a mistake.

Yet the most profound aspect of the Liberty attack is that over 40 years later, the incident remains virtually unknown by the general public.  So despite a tradition that exists within the US Military that is dedicated to remembering the Liberty  -- thus illustrating the point that the incident is not going away -- and despite the recurring VFW resolution as well as a significant body of evidence suggesting that the attack was deliberate, the United States Government and certain Zionists have successfully repressed the traumatic national event in the collective American psyche.

But at what cost?  To make an analogy to the world of psychology, the ongoing attempts to push down the cover-up, so to speak, essentially has acted to repress this traumatic event -- some would call it an egregious injustice -- into the collective unconscious of the American psyche. 

And therein lies the great danger to the tradition of the Touro Covenant.   It is axiomatic -- a psychological law -- that repressed traumatic events will exert themselves in the most pernicious ways and do so until it shatters the denial mechanism and then resurfaces to consciousness.   Only then can one analyze and properly process its meaning.   And the longer the denial mechanism -- in this case the actions of the US Government and certain Zionists --  succeeds in pushing down and repressing the USS Liberty incident, leaving it out of reach of the American public, the stronger the destructive forces that will arise.   You can count on it.    In other words, the continued suppression of the ultimate truth about the attack on the Liberty, whatever that ultimate truth may be, may very well light a fire in the minds of those who are not interested in the administration of justice but -- perhaps in a strange and self-destructive alliance with Michael Ledeen -- desire to destroy creatively the tradition so well expressed by Moses Jacob Ezekiel and the Touro Covenant -- the one that Jews and Gentiles are part of the American family in a land of religious liberty and tolerance.

So out at the edge of American consciousness, a potential danger lurks -- one that places pressure on the Touro Covenant.   And it is not difficult to see this potential peril today particularly as more and more people are becoming convinced that US foreign policy under the reign of the neoconservatives has promoted Israel’s interests at the expense of United States national security interests and US soldiers.   Spend a little time reading comments about the attack on the Liberty on backwater fringe blogs and you will see that, at least at one level of the cultural strata, a disturbing trend towards anti-Semitism is expanding exponentially.  So arguably the longer we go without resolving the controversy surrounding the attack on the USS Liberty, the greater the likelihood that genuine anti-Semites will exploit the incident, including the cover-up, to tear down and destroy the notion of E Pluribus Unum -- out of many, one. Moreover, such anti-Semites will use the  attack and subsequent cover-up to spread conspiracies that ultimately have the intent of breaking the Touro Covenant and therefore unleashing something that has never been part of the American experience -- systemic anti-Semitism.   

One cannot overemphasize this point. 

In many ways, this continued suppression of the attack on the USS Liberty may very well prove one of the dire, if not prophetic, warnings left to us by some very distinct Americans -- the Satmar Rabbis. Zionism, particularly Jabotinsky’s revisionist Zionism, will inflame anti-Semitism because people will falsely assume that the ethnic nationalism that drives Zionism -- and perhaps explains the bent of mind that led to an attack on the Liberty -- speaks for all American Jews. It therefore fails to reflect the more universal Judaic values that stress justice for all, particularly for the politically powerless, which on June 8, 1967 would have included the USS Liberty crew.  As a result, the suppression becomes part of a vicious destructive cycle in which the ethnic nationalism underlying Likud Zionism fuels anti-Semitism and then vice versa, with each turn of the wheel becoming more and more pernicious.  And, in all its dysfunction, a tipping point is reached when the charge of anti-Semitism is actually directed against those who simply oppose imperialism and believe in E Pluribus Unum.   So if allowed to spin out of control, this deadly cycle has the potential to shatter the Touro Covenant beyond recognition. 

So once again, we arrive back at the various questions that have arisen during this time that Phil Weiss calls one of “ideological disarray”.  Who better reflects, if not symbolizes, the American tradition of the Touro Covenant -- the USS Liberty and its crew, who represent people of all races, including Jewish Americans,  or those of the IDF command structure who ordered the attack on the USS Liberty on June 8, 1967?  And what action will better preserve the tradition of the Touro Covenant -- a continued repression of the attack on the  USS Liberty or, instead, some type of remedial action, such as a Congressional hearing, so the Liberty vets at long last have their day in (de facto) court? The VFW resolution calling for the same or Jay Cristol’s resolve that the attack was a mistake?  American justice or ethnic nationalism?   After all, let’s face it --  ethnic nationalism and American justice have never been true friends. 

These questions perhaps are difficult to answer for some -- and will be examined in more detail later -- but at a bare minimum, the Jewish American community should consider the potential risk that goes with the continuing attempts to keep the USS Liberty incident out of sight and out of mind.   The longer the truth about the USS Liberty attacks remains tucked away in a dusty file with the wishful words  “Case Closed”, scribbled on the cover, the greater the odds the Touro Covenant will fall apart.  So at some point, those who continue to support the cover-up may in effect aid those who desire to place the Touro Synagogue letters in the paper shredder and  then go on to topple Moses Jacob Ezekiel’s statue to religious liberty, hoping it will break into a thousand pieces, never to be put back together again.  The Touro Covenant -- despite Ledeen’s neoconservative desire to destroy creatively traditions here and abroad -- must remain part of the American experience, from beginning to end, as it is the best way to ensure never again for all.

Sid
