Reaction of Israel and the Jewish world to the uprising in Egypt 
Feb. 5th, 2011 - Rabbi Stephen Wise
Memo to Egypt:
“Don’t damage the pyramids.  We will not rebuild”
From: the Jewish people. 
I received the above joke in an email this week, trying to make light of a jarring and somewhat frightening turn of events in Egypt over the past weeks.  In most cases, when the people take to the streets in a popular uprising, I empathize with the protestors.  I’m not a big fan of violence, but demonstrations demanding equal rights or freedom to vote are important.  Looking back, the French and American revolutions began this way, and we honour their intentions, as important doctrines emerged like “liberte, egalite, fraternite”.  In recent years, some of the most repressive, authoritarian regimes have collapsed from popular uprising, including just recently Tunisia.  Now riots have begun in Egypt and Jordan.  The only difference is that while all people should be entitled to freedom and democratic elections, when thinking about Israel, the results are not always safe for our homeland.  A few years ago the Gaza strip was given the right to choose their own government.  The people elected a terrorist organization, Hamas, as their leadership.  They have the right as human beings to choose their elected officials, but when thinking of Israel, its scary to have a party come to power whose official policy is the destruction of our people and our homeland.  It’s hard to have it both ways, we want people around the world, including the middle east, to have freedom to choose their leaders.  But at the same time we want them to elect moderate, peace-loving leaders.

  
Israel and Egypt have had a special relationship since 1977.  But prior to that, Egypt was Israel’s most powerful enemy.  Egypt has the largest army and our southern border along the Sinai is one of the longest in Israel and difficult to defend.  Egypt was part of the Arab coalition of armies that attacked the brand new state in 1948. They attacked again in 1967, beginning the war by closing the straits of Tiran – the Israel outlet port to the Red Sea.  But in a lightning quick move, Israel bombed the Egyptian air force before their planes were able to get off the ground, allowing Israel to control the skies, focus their efforts on the other 2 fronts, and ultimately leading to the great 6 day victory.  The result of the war was that Israel not only defended herself, but expanded her territory to take over the Golan Heights in the North, the west bank ,including reuniting the old city of Jerusalem with the new city, and finally conquering the Sinai desert almost to Cairo.  Egypt attacked Israel again in 1973 during the Yom Kippur War. This battle lasted for almost a year, and while Israel sustained heavy losses, they held their ground and all the territory it had conquered in 1967.  
In a miraculous turn of fate, Anwar El Sadat, the outspoken leader of Egypt and enemy number 1, realized it was in the best interest of his country to establish a detente with Israel.  In an unprecedented, and hugely unpopular move in the Arab world, he flew to Israel in 1979 to sign a peace treaty, as Israel returned the entire Sinai desert back in Egypt.  While Israel embraced this change of heart, the Egyptian public never forgave this apparent double cross and he was assassinated shortly thereafter.
But to his credit Hosni Mubarak, who succeeded Sadat, maintained the peace agreement and suppressed the radical elements in Egypt who would try to repeal it, such as the Muslim Brotherhood with an official manifesto calling for the end of the peace treaty and the destruction of Israel.  For 30 years we have had a real and enduring peace with Egypt.  While it has not been warm nor established normalized political ties such as embassies and diplomats, there has not been any violence.  
In fact the main result of the cold peace has allowed Israel to focus its defences on other threats, including Hamas in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, Hezbollah in Lebanon and Syria, and more recently, the terrifying prospect of a nuclear Iran.  Small sidenote, Iran’s nuclear ambitions recently took a small step back as Israel used its brains instead of its brawn to attack the nuclear power plants.  Israeli engineers and scientists purchased the same computer system that Iran is using for its nuclear power plant, to study how it worked and find a weakness. According to the NY Times, they created a virus and sent it through the internet.  The virus would only attack a computer network that contained exactly 984 machines linked together, precisely the number of nuclear centrifuges used in Iran.  The virus attacked causing the centrifuges to spin too fast and explode, while the computers would say nothing was wrong.  The entire system went offline and they are still figuring out how to fix it.  Seems it is possible to set back Iranian nuclear ambitions without firing a bullet.
But back to our story about Egypt.  Israel has not had to worry about our southern neighbour for decades.  But now that Mubarak is being forced from power, a vacuum of leadership has emerged and any successor with ties to the Muslim Brotherhood would be a major setback for Israel.  That being said, as Jews in the Diaspora and Israel, we need to let events play out, keep the rhetoric down and keep all options open.  First of all Mubarak might stay in power so we can’t distance ourselves from him, maintaining status quo is good for Israel. If Mubarak is replaced then our security interests will depend on finding a way to work with whichever successor emerges.   The situation is all the more difficult because Israel has almost no ability to impact events in what appears to be a genuine popular uprising against a corrupt regime that has thwarted every effort at democratic reform for three decades. 
The US is in a similar predicament because they want to preserve Israel-Egyptian positive relations while acknowledging the very legitimate grievances of the populace and give them a chance at democracy, and halting radicals who might exploit the confusion for their own harsh agendas.  But for America, this is simply a foreign relations issue, its not an existential threat.  For Israel, a radical southern neighbour in a dangerous neighbourhood is a disaster waiting to happen.  
Ideally a modified version of the Mubarak government could survive and retain the "cold peace" with Israel. But if, in a worst case scenario, Islamic forces were to come to power denouncing Israel and repudiating the peace deal, that could herald the resurrection of a major military threat on Israel's southern border.  Remember, the largely American-equipped and American-trained Egyptian army — by far the most powerful military in the Arab world — numbers around 650,000 men, with 60 combat brigades, 3500 tanks and 600 fighter planes. A hostile regime change in Cairo could compel Israel to rethink its military strategy, restructure its combat forces, and, in general, build a bigger army, diverting billions of shekels to that end with major social and economic consequences.
Worse would be a domino effect leading to an anti-Israel regime change in Jordan, with its relatively large Islamic political presence, where Israel could find herself facing an augmented military threat on its eastern border. This would turn back the clock to 1967, facing a combined military challenge from Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and the Palestinians -- with the added menace of a fundamentalist Iran that seeks to acquire nuclear weapons.
The strategic importance of the peace with Egypt has come to the fore during a number of crises over the past decade. Without it, the Second Palestinian Intifada (2000-2005), the Second Lebanon War (2006) and the Gaza War (2008-2009) could easily have triggered wider regional hostilities. But in each case, in the teeth of region-wide popular sentiment against Israel, Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak adamantly rejected calls to commit Egyptian soldiers to the fray. On the contrary, Mubarak was critical of Hezbollah in Lebanon and of Hamas in Gaza for provoking senseless killing, and he played a significant role in achieving postwar ceasefire arrangements. "Not everything Mubarak did was right," President Shimon Peres declared Monday. "But he did one thing for which we all owe him a debt of gratitude. He kept the peace in the Middle East."
Israeli diplomats across the globe have been instructed to quietly make the case for the importance of stability in Egypt. Careful not to exacerbate an already delicate situation by saying anything that might be construed as support for one side or the other, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has merely reaffirmed Israel's desire to preserve regional stability. But it is safe to assume that his government would be relieved to see power remaining in the hands of Egypt's current ruling elite — say, through a peaceful handover to Mubarak's recently appointed vice president, Omar Suleiman.
The Israeli hope is that Suleiman would be able to continue Egypt's pro-Western alignment and its support for the peace deal with Israel, while allowing a greater degree of democracy in Egypt and pre-empting the rise of an Islamic republic. But it is unclear how much popular support he can muster, given his close ties down the years with Mubarak, who seemingly overnight has become the most hated man in Egypt.
However the events in Egypt play out, they will clearly have an impact on the Israeli-Palestinian peace process. The very notion of a threat to the peace with Egypt will almost certainly further reduce the Netanyahu government's readiness to take risks for peace. As usual, events seem to be reinforcing both sides of the internal Israeli political divide in their core beliefs. The right is already saying that Israel should not make peace unless it can be assured of ironclad security arrangements, and the left maintains that if only Israel had already made peace with the Palestinians and the Arab world, then popular unrest such as the protests in Egypt would not be potentially so earth-shattering.
Either way, the events in Egypt are not good news for those advocating Israeli-Arab peacemaking. They could push efforts to resolve the conflict back several decades.  Overall, Egyptians deserve a chance to build democracy and move their country forward.  Let us hope and pray that the populace in Egypt wants true freedom and the establishment of popularly elected government that will maintain peace with our homeland, because we ultimately, peace and friendship will work best between fellow democracies.  
