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        As the fighting in the Gaza Strip has escalated, Capital Region residents on both sides of the issue have been organizing rallies to express support for and opposition to the actions of the Israeli military.

        On Tuesday, protesters gathered at the state Capitol in Albany to call for an end to the air attacks on Gaza; at a counter-protest, demonstrators defended Israel, saying that the country must protect its citizens from rocket attacks coordinated by Hamas militants. More protests are in the works, and on Monday, activists plan to go to U.S. Rep. Kirsten Gillibrand's Hudson office to protest U.S. support for the Israeli military.

        'Necessary action'

        At Congregation Agudat Achim in Schenectady, Rabbi Theodore Lichtenfeld has spoken about Gaza from the pulpit.

        "The message is that this is something that Israel has to do for its self-defense," he said. "The population has been held hostage by the constant rocket fire. ... I really believe this is a necessary action."

        Israel, he said, has been under constant threat from Hamas and needs to do what is necessary to bring an end to the attacks.

        Though some have suggested that the Israeli response to the attacks from Hamas has been disproportionate, Lichtenfeld dismissed this.

        "The Israelis have been held hostage by the constant rocket attacks," he said. "That constant barrage is hugely damaging. Israel would never dream of shelling the civilian population of Gaza for an indefinite period. Tragically, there are more deaths on the Palestinian side."

        But living in fear of rocket attacks and regularly being forced to take refuge in bomb shelters "damages and cripples a country," he said.

        Disproportionate action?

        Maud Easter, president of Women Against War, said she wants the U.S. to discontinue its military support for Israel.

        "I am just horrified seeing U.S. planes and weapons being used by Israel," she said. "I don't agree with the military encouragement of Israel. I don't think the U.S. should have condoned the air attack."

        The United States' military support for Israel "doesn't encourage Israel to go to the negotiating table," she said, adding that Hamas is unlikely to go to the negotiating table "if you bomb them and invade Gaza." The killing of civilians, she said, only postpones a political settlement.

        Easter, who participated in the Tuesday protest condemning the Israeli military response, said she doesn't condone Hamas' shooting of rockets into Israel, but the Israeli response has been disproportionate, resulting in many more casualties on the Palestinian side than the Israeli side.

        "I've been very critical of their rocket attacks as well, and I call on them to immediately participate in a cease-fire," she said. She said she believes that a two-state solution can be "achieved diplomatically, not militarily."

        Israeli solidarity

        On Thursday, the United Jewish Federation of Northeastern New York sponsored a solidarity and peace rally for Israel.

        The United Jewish Federation has a partnership with the Eshkol region of Israel, which shares a border with Gaza and Egypt. Marci Galinkin, who coordinates the partnership, has visited the area several times and said it regularly comes under fire from rockets from Hamas.

        "The region has been a prime target from the beginning," she said. "Hamas has been bombing them for eight years. This morning alone, 10 bombs dropped in the region, and it's not even noon yet."

        When Galinkin visited Eshkol, she stayed in a relatively safe area. Even so, she did experience a red alert while sitting in a meeting and was forced to hide in a bomb shelter.

        "I spent about 10 to 15 minutes in the bomb shelter," she said. "Israel is so high-tech -- they text an all-clear to you."

        Overall, "I felt remarkably safe there," she said. "Everything was well-handled."

        Rona Pozner, president of the United Jewish Federation, said Israel's response to the attacks from Hamas has been appropriate.

        "People are getting hit," said Pozner, who has relatives in Israel. "They have to go to the bomb shelters. My sister-in-law sent me an e-mail saying they have 30 seconds to get to safety. It takes elderly people longer than that to get out of their chairs."

        Pozner said Hamas is unreasonable.

        "They want to wipe Israel off the face of the map," she said. "Israel is always ready to come to a peaceful solution. What is Israel supposed to do? Hamas puts bombs in hospitals and schools. Israel tries to be moral. You make mistakes, but they do not go out of their way to hit civilians."

        Palestinian struggles

        Greenville resident Paul Rehm has escorted Palestinian schoolchildren living in the West Bank city of Hebron to school as a member of an organization called Christian Peacemaker Team. Christian Peacemaker Team sends peace activists to crisis areas throughout the world in the hopes of reducing violence and conflict.

        Last week, Rehm said he was nauseated and saddened by the fighting in the Gaza Strip.

        "It shouldn't be happening," said Rehm, who has participated in protests in Washington and New York City. He said that two things need to happen: an immediate cease-fire and an opening up of the crossings that allow humanitarian workers to enter the Gaza Strip.

        "The crossings are only open three hours a day," he said. "Gaza has been an open-air prison. The Israelis control the crossings, and they restrict the supplies coming in. Electricity is in insufficient supply. Medical supplies are insufficient."

        Susan Davies is organizing Tuesday's protest at Gillibrand's office on behalf of the Chatham Peace Initiative. "We feel it's important that we address our congresswoman and ask her to condemn this, rather than support it," she said.

        Albany resident Tom Ellis is a longtime member of the Palestinian Rights Committee, which organized Tuesday's demonstration. He said he first became concerned about the Palestinians in 1982, when Israel invaded Lebanon. Today, he disapproves of "the American government's support for whatever the Israeli government does. It is not in the United States' best interest to blindly follow Israel over the cliff."

        Pressing for peace

        He dismissed concerns about negotiating with Hamas.

        "I don't see why it's impossible," he said. "You negotiate with your enemies, right?"

        Late last week, Israel and Hamas both ignored calls from the United Nations for a cease-fire as Israeli jets and helicopters bombarded Gaza and Hamas responded with a barrage of rockets. In 2006, Hamas won a majority of seats in the Palestinian parliamentary elections, but in the West, Hamas is widely regarded as a terrorist organization. Hamas controls the Gaza Strip, while its military and political rival, Fatah, controls the West Bank. Both governments regard themselves as the legitimate Palestinian government.

        Though a solution would appear to be a long way off, people on both sides expressed hope for peace.

        "The Jewish tradition believes strongly that though sometimes we have to do this to protect our people, we do this grieving for the enemy dead," Lichtenfeld said.

        Lichtenfeld said that the ultimate goal is peace and the creation of a Palestinian state. But, he said, it is impossible to negotiate with Hamas because the group has called for Israel's destruction and is a "radical Islamic terrorist organization."

        "This is tragic," Lichtenfeld said. "It's awful to see Palestinian children getting killed."
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