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Yom Kippuer 2012   by Rabbi Michael Strassfeld    

 

         On Rosh ha-Shana I spoke to you about the challenges facing Jewish life. Tonight, I want 

to speak to you about the challenges facing America. We are in the midst of a presidential 

election that is taking place in a context of a split electorate. We have a Congress that can’t seem 

to agree on anything. Bi-partisanship seems at an all time low. Regardless of the outcome of the 

election, it is hard to see how we will move forward constructively. 

         While things seem worse than ever, I have to admit that every four years I feel that the 

future of America is at stake in the election.  If the candidate I support doesn’t win and the other 

party wins I always believe it will be terrible. I bet many of you can identify with that feeling. 

Yet, sometimes my candidate wins and some years my candidate loses. Truth be told, the country 

continues. I may not be happy with what the President I didn’t vote for does in office but 

catastrophe doesn’t usually occur. I also recognize that the years my candidate wins there are 

plenty of people who voted for the other guy who think the next four years will be catastrophic 

and yet they and America survive. It never turns out as bad as it seems though I have lived 

through some pretty bad presidents. 

     Even having acknowledged this I feel deeply concerned for America. As true that it is never 

as bad as it seems; it is also true that democracy is a fragile thing. Seemingly small decisions 

made now may have serious detrimental consequences down the road, leading to an irreversible 

decline in the qualities that make America great. As many of you know, I mostly avoid talking 

about politics on the high holidays or, for that matter on Shabbat as well.  For one thing, politics 

almost always divide us as a community; they rarely unite us. I am also not convinced that as a 

rabbi I have something unique to add to the conversation; I read the New York Times the same 

as you do.  Two factors have influenced my change of heart this year.  The first has to do with 

my father.  As I spoke on erev Rosh Hashanah, my father was a leader among rabbis who 

marched for civil rights in the 1960s.  Though we like to think that the Jewish community was 

united against discrimination, the truth is much more complex and what my father did took 

courage and leadership.  And together with clergy from all over America, he made a difference.  

Some of this current campaign reminds me of those times and I believe we must speak out.  The 

second reason is that actually Judaism has insight and wisdom on the major issues of the national 

debate and we ought to be exploring how our tradition responds to the large and challenging 

issues of our country. 

Does Judaism have something to say about the role of government?  How much tax should we 

pay? What kind of health insurance should be provided?  Certainly Judaism has a world view 

about these and other political questions but we all know it’s not so simple. Recently, I heard a 

leading Jewish neo-conservative thinker argue that political liberalism is incompatible with the 

Jewish tradition. Despite being advocated by a very intelligent academic, I thought the position 
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was beyond silly. I would find it equally silly for someone to argue that Torah supports political 

liberalism. The Jewish tradition is complex and diverse. Sources can be found promoting the 

notion of an activist government. Other sources can be found that promote the rights of 

individuals as paramount. Certainly, the Torah is clear about the need to take care of the poor but 

how that translates into public policy can be debated. Both Republicans and Democrats can find 

sources within Judaism, should they care to look, that could support their suggested policy 

solutions. Is the Jewish tradition then less relevant than I earlier suggested about the 

contemporary political situation? Not at all. I think there are many texts that can give us insight 

into how to think about the societal issues we face, that can help frame the questions and the 

possible solutions. Small commercial: In the class I am teaching this fall, we will be looking at 

such texts that strive to move beyond the grand principles, such as not put a stumbling block 

before the blind, to begin to define what that might mean in actual practice. 

    But tonight I want to focus on two aspects of the current debate.  One is a question about the 

nature of social justice and the second is the role of bi-partisanship—how can these be 

understood in the context of Jewish tradition or are they simply American values. But before 

doing so I feel compelled to speak about an issue   that is not, in my opinion a legitimate aspect 

for debate by people with good intentions, but rather is simply wrong. 

     As many of you know, there has been a concerted effort in some thirty states to restrict 

voting, primarily by requiring photo ids to vote. Under the guise of preventing voter fraud, this 

effort is wrong because there is no impartial evidence that this is fixing a real problem.  Instead 

this is basically an effort to prevent my father from voting. My father is close to 92 and living in 

Boca Raton, Florida.  A number of years ago his wallet disappeared in his house. He had stopped 

driving years before so he did not need his driver’s license anymore so we made no attempt to 

replace it. He hasn’t traveled oversees in more than two decades and no longer owns a passport. 

His Medicare card and social security card were in this wallet which we are convinced is still 

some place in the house.  

How to get a new id? Well he could have written to the town of Stanislav in the Ukraine now 

called Ivano-Frankovsk and ask for a copy of his birth certificate from 1920. It strains the 

imagination to think that would work. My siblings and I realized we needed an id in case we ever 

needed to fly him to live near us. It was not clear he could get on an airplane without an id. My 

brother made a lot of calls to find out what to do. Eventually my sister took my father to a social 

security office, stood on line with him and helped him fill out the forms necessary to get some 

form of id. This is all to say that even a few years ago my father did not have the capability to 

first get the necessary information and secondly deal with the process to get the id without our 

help. He was perfectly capable of voting if taken to a voting booth.   

Lots of older people have stopped driving. I can also imagine others not being able to find their 

id on Election Day—having forgotten for the moment where they put it.  As it turns out, a social 

security card isn’t sufficient anyway because it doesn’t have your address on it.  Neither is a 
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veteran’s ID—again, no address.  And here’s a bit of irony.  A gun permit is an acceptable form 

of ID. 

  The American story is about expanding voting rights from just men with property to ever larger 

numbers. It was only in the 20th century that women were given the vote. It was in the lifetime 

of many of us that blacks were given the vote in the South. People fought and died for civil 

rights. It is simply wrong to try to discourage voting. It is an American right and responsibility. 

This is not just cynical politicking, in which both parts participate.  This is un-American and 

morally wrong. Let those involved in these attempts put the same effort and energy in 

encouraging ever more American citizens to vote.  

    I want to return to my original question:  Is the concept of social justice and the idea of bi-

partisanship central to Jewish values or are they simply American values. I have argued that 

Judaism neither consistently supports a liberal or conservative political perspective. If the Jewish 

tradition is so diverse, does it have anything more to say than very broad principles such as love 

your neighbor as yourself? Can I make the case that there are certain approaches to the framing 

of some political questions that would argue that the consensus of Jewish texts advocates for a 

certain broad approach to the exclusion of some other approaches?  I want to argue that these 

two large issues—social justice and bi-partisanship—are core to Jewish tradition and not only 

core American values. Let me begin with tikkun olam. 

   There is an interesting or odd current debate in the Jewish community about the role of tikkun 

olam---repairing the world--in Judaism. For much of the 20th century, social justice was seen as 

an important aspect of Judaism. It was central to Reform Judaism but important to all the 

denominations though there was always suspicion of the concept in some Orthodox circles. 

Recently the question of the origins of the term tikkun olam—repairing the world--has been 

raised. The truth is, no one is exactly sure when the term was first used to describe social justice. 

It emerges in the second half of the 20th century. The term is first used in the Talmud but there it 

refers to the importance of delivering a Jewish divorce in the proper way “mipnei tikun ha-

olam,” that is, for the sake of a stable social order.  Its most common use is in the aleinu prayer 

when we say le-takein olam be-malkhut shaddai, to establish the sovereignty of God in the 

world. There it clearly has a connotation that refers to the end of days, the hope and vision for a 

time when God’s sovereignty will be universally recognized. Since the messianic vision is often 

associated with an era of peace, it feels related to the idea of social justice. Still the aleinu’s 

author did not mean it as a call to go out and do acts of social justice. The word Tikkun next 

appears in Lurianic kabbalah, though not with the word olam. The circle of mystics around Isaac 

Luria in Safed in the late 16th century promulgated the notion that our task was to repair the 

world by returning all the scattered shards of holiness to the Godhead. Again the purpose was 

theological (and here mystical), it was the restoration of God’s sovereignty. It was not about 

taking care of the needy. It was repairing the cosmos, not the material world, which was the 

ultimate goal. Yet, a striking part of Lurianic theology was that it was human beings (actually 
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Jews and probably male Jews) that were to make this cosmic repair by their actions. It was not 

God who would bring about the end of days (as rabbinic Judaism understood the end of days) 

nor was it just praying for God’s sovereignty as in the aleinu. Jews were called upon to do the 

mitzvot with the right intentions to bring about tikkun. I believe this reflects the first stirrings of 

the modern idea of repairing the world as a human responsibility. In the medieval world 

everything depended on God.  Despite the fact that for Luria the universe was even more God 

centric, humans were now to play an essential role in the universe as the agents of tikkun. 

Modernity will move human beings center stage. In Judaism, it begins in kabbalah. 

     Yet even with the human role, Lurianic tikkun is not social justice.  

    With the advent of modernity, the traditional Jewish past is shattered. Like the townsfolk of 

Anatevka, parts of Judaism are scattered among the emerging movements in Judaism. The 

Reform movement, in its desire to become modern, jettisons many of the rituals of Judaism and 

embraces the ethical. To be a light unto the nations, the Reform movement encourages an 

embrace of social justice as an essential aspect of Jewish life. In the more recent past, the civil 

rights and anti-Vietnam protests gave a broader context to the importance of social justice by 

Jews. Out of these circumstances began the use of tikkun olam as a Jewish expression for social 

justice. 

Does this history support those who argue that tikkun olam is a modern invention and has 

nothing to do with the Jewish past? Only in a most simplistic way. It is correct to say tikkun 

olam has not meant social justice in pre-modern Judaism. Yet it is not the only term that is 

redefined by modernity. Another such term is tzion-zion. When we say at the end of one of the 

blessings before the Shema, cause a new light to shine upon Zion, we are not making an early 

reference to Theodor Herzl. None of the biblical references to the return to Zion t refer to the 

movement known as Zionism. Yes, the Torah promises a return by the people Israel to Zion. We 

say leshana hab'ah be-yerushalayim—next year in Jerusalem at the end of the Seder. But pre-

modern Judaism was looking toward a future redemption when God will bring the Jewish people 

back to Zion. Nowhere prior to the 19th century was there a notion that the Jewish people should 

organize a political movement to bring it about. In fact the majority of traditional rabbinic 

authorities of the 19th and early 20th century rejected Zionism as a usurpation of the role of God. 

It is why most ultra-orthodox Jews today define themselves as non-Zionists. On the other hand, 

the Zionists deliberately used the language and metaphor from the Bible to ground their 

movement in that past. But Zionism has as little to do with Zion as tikkun olam has to do with its 

use in the Talmud. Both modern terms have some relationship to that past but are really new 

modern creations.  

     If so, if modern Judaism is full of new terms and concepts only loosely based on the biblical 

and rabbinic past why are some trying to  argue so emphatically against the notion of tikkun 

olam as an authentic Jewish idea. After all, an even better case could be made that Zionism is 
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really just a form of modern nationalism and is only Jewish because it involves the Jewish 

people. For Herzl and others that was the context for Zionism, not reading the book of Isaiah.  

I think this debate about the term tikkun olam really masks a polemic in the Jewish community. 

It is a debate between liberals and conservatives that echoes the larger debate in our society. 

There are a large number of American Jews who are in effect secular. What is the ideology of 

this non-religious Judaism? For some it has been Zionism and supporting the state of Israel. For 

others Jewish philanthropy has been the ideology of their Judaism. For others a commitment to 

social justice served that purpose, which helps explain why so many Jews were active in the 

Civil rights movement. Of course, there were and are many Jews who have a religious 

component to their Jewish identity and also one of the ideologies such as social activism, or 

Zionism. In the last number of decades, Jewish neo-conservatives have begun to attack tikkun 

olam as a smokescreen for liberal politics masquerading as a Jewish value. Thus the attempt to 

argue tikkun olam has no real source in the tradition and thus no real Jewish legitimacy. 

    I would argue that a commitment to social justice is an intrinsic part of the Jewish tradition not 

just a commitment to liberalism with a kippah plopped on top. That Jewish commitment to social 

justice has always had a personal and communal aspect; each individual has a responsibility to 

engage in acts of caring and compassion and the community has a responsibility to be concerned 

about the welfare of its members. The word tzedakah, for example, is often mistranslated at 

charity, a word derived from the Latin caritus or “from the heart.”In fact the word Tzedakah 

comes from the word t tzedek, or righteousness. For Jews, tzedakah is not something we do 

when we feel moved to; we are required to help make the world a more just place by helping 

those in need. When the rabbis ask themselves what it means to be created in the image of God 

when God is beyond images and infinite, they respond to act in Godly ways; to be compassionate 

just as God is compassionate. The rabbinic descriptions of God acting do not describe God 

keeping kosher but rather hearing the cry of the oppressed. In the rabbinic tradition, the totality 

of the Torah from Genesis to the end of Deuteronomy describes God as acting in caring and 

compassionate ways. At its beginnings, God clothes the naked Adam and Eve, and then a few 

chapters later God visits the ailing Abraham recovering from adult circumcision. The Torah ends 

in Deut. as God buries Moses.  

And lest you think that this is just individual acts of kindness, right in the middle of the Torah, 

God will set the Israelite slaves free. The covenant between God and the Jewish people rests on 

that act of national redemption. Its significance is brought home in its explanation for why there 

are more commandments relating to the exodus than any other event. You should take care of the 

stranger because you were slaves in Egypt. You should take care of the orphan and the widow, 

that is, the vulnerable members of your society because you were slaves in Egypt. The Torah 

doesn't distinguish between personal acts of caring such as visiting the sick and creating a just 

society. The Torah is built on social justice and it is a misreading of Judaism to imply that tikkun 

olam—social justice-- is just liberalism with a Jewish veneer.  
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Let me be clear.  At commitment to creating a just society doesn't translate to which form of 

health insurance is better or how many benefits poor people should   receive. There is no clear 

formula for f how much should be done by individuals and how much by the 

community/government. The tradition does understand the obligation to fall upon both the 

individual and the government but where the correct balance lies is not addressed in a 

straightforward manner in the tradition. I think it would be difficult to make a case from the 

tradition that government has virtually no role in caring for its citizens and that it is solely up to 

individuals. Certainly that is not how   Jewish communities have operated from ancient times 

until modern times. 

        It is a mistake for conservatives to relegate tikkun olam/social justice to liberal Judaism. 

They should be articulating a conservative approach to tikkun olam that leads to different policy 

solutions for our country's social ills. The Jewish answer is never: not my problem nor even I 

gave at the office/church/synagogue. The responsibility is clear. People with good intentions can 

disagree on solutions. There have been such conservative articulations, but in the current heated 

rhetoric they are often drowned out. As Jews, I do think it is appropriate to ask which party and 

which candidate better responds to the notion that we should be building a caring society. 

     A word about bipartisanship. 

Recently there have been voices that argue that working together with the other party is wrong. 

Rather than about compromising, this view asserts that politics is about having the courage of 

your convictions and remaining true to your principles. In this thinking, our current mess is due 

to making too many compromises and therefore not making the necessary hard decisions. What 

would Jewish tradition say about compromise verses adherence to principle? One could argue 

that the rabbinic tradition is all about defining what is right and what is wrong. Compromise does 

not seem an important value in Judaism. If the Torah is the word of God, then its validity is 

eternal and unchanging. At least that is the traditional approach to the Torah text and the rabbinic 

tradition by Orthodox Jews both modern and ultra-Orthodox. One could also argue compromise 

has some value in a world of uncertain truth. I think I'm right but you also think you are right and 

we have no way to ascertain the truth—let's compromise e.g. sometimes we will do it your way; 

other times mine. But that doesn't seem to be consistent with Jewish tradition. This week this 

lobster is not kosher; next week it is kosher?! As I spoke about a number of years ago, rabbinic 

Judaism seems to be particularly interested in defining and separating the permitted and 

forbidden. Perhaps then Judaism could be said to be broadly supportive of the idea that the 

world/Congress would be a better place if people stuck to their principles, made the hard calls 

and didn't compromise. 

      The first problem with this argument is that we, liberal Jews, do not believe that the 

Torah is the unchanging word of God nor do we hold that Jewish law cannot change. 

Consequentially, we do not have the absolute truth; each of us only has what we think is true. I 

think I know what should be done to help people get out of poverty but you also think you know 
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what to do and our plans are totally different, perhaps even contradictory. No matter how 

passionately we feel about our plan and how absolutely wrongheaded we think the other's plan 

is, neither of us can claim that we have the objective truth. We can only move forward then by 

having enough votes to win or by compromise. 

    Even as I acknowledge the Jewish tradition’s propensity for dichotomizing the forbidden and 

permitted, I believe a broad view of the rabbinic tradition supports compromise. The Talmud is 

the masterwork of the rabbinic tradition. Even in its newest form as an app it retains its essential 

characteristics. It is not a book of law. It is a book of discussion and debate. Often the arguments 

lack a conclusion that only later authorities will decide. However, even when there is the 

conclusion, the arguments and all the participants remain on the page, a page that includes future 

generations of scholars commenting on and thereby continuing the discussion in the Talmud.  

There is an ongoing discourse that stretches across centuries that includes Rashi in medieval 

France and the Goan of Vilna in Lithuania. It is not just a discourse; it is a virtual community 

engaged in dialogue that includes everyone who participates in the rabbinic enterprise. In the 

Midrash, when Moses is transported by God to the back row of Rabbi Akiva's classroom, a 

journey in time of over a thousand years, he hears Akiva teaching his students Torah. Moses 

doesn't understand a word being said but Akiva justifies a certain practice by saying its authority 

comes from being a law/halakha given to Moses at Sinai. Instead of Moses saying you're a liar 

I'm Moses and I never heard any of this before, the Midrash says he is satisfied. Why? Because 

Akiva has placed himself in the chain of discourse that goes back to Moses and therefore his 

teachings are a legitimate part of the tradition. Hillel and Shammai, Abayye and Rava, all the 

disagreeing pairs of the Talmud, are part of a civil community of discourse even though they 

have opposite notions of truth. Why doesn't this lead to a cacophony of opinions or to so many 

versions of the truth that only chaos not law reigns?    An oft told Talmudic story is that of the 

dispute between Eliezer ben Hyrcanus and the sages. Eliezer disagrees with the other scholars 

present and won't relent in his views. In the Midrash, he says, “If I am right let this carob tree 

uproot itself and move 50 yards.” And it does. Joshua, on behalf of the scholars, replies, “We 

don't pay attention to carob trees.” Eliezer says, “Let this river flow upstream if I am right.” And 

it does. Again Rabbi Joshua replies that they don't pay attention to rivers. Eliezer says “Let the 

walls of the house of study fall in if I'm correct.” They start to fall in until Joshua tells them to 

halt so they remain leaning in caught between Eliezer and Joshua. Finally, Eliezer says, “Let a 

voice from heaven proclaim my correctness.” A voice from heaven proclaims that Eliezer is 

correct. Joshua replies, “Torah is not in heaven and so we don't pay attention to voices from 

heaven.” 

     The story has been understood in many ways but I want to suggest that it is a story for this 

moment. What Eliezer believes is that there is a thing called truth that is discernable by a human 

being and that truth can be the absolute truth validated by nature and by God. The sages disagree. 

In this world, the world of human beings truth can only be discovered in the give and take of 



8 

 

discussion and debate. Truth comes out of community, not from an individual. What validates an 

answer is not a moving tree but the give and take of those with a stake in seeking a solution. 

Truth is found in community not outside of it.  

Lo bashamayim hi—it is not in heaven. What Judaism has to bring to this moment of gridlock 

and partisanship is the idea that truth, or even just the solutions to problems, is not found in 

heaven or in a holy book or in one group of people. Reaching across the aisle is not just a 

practical necessity. It is a moral responsibility because only in that give and take, only in 

compromises, only in civil discourse with those with whom we disagree can we ever come even 

close to truth. 

Lo bashamayim hi---Judaism reminds us we are not God. Only God is. Carry your strongly held 

beliefs into that discourse and those beliefs will be sharpened and improved by the challenges 

they face. Engage in dialogue and communities will be better able to move forward.  

           In this time when hope seems scarce, when disappointments abound, when gloominess 

has spread across our land, what can we as individuals do to change what is? I believe we still 

can be the agents for change. It begins with each of us as individuals in the ways we live our 

lives. It continues in the context of the SAJ. What kind of community do we have here? Do we 

make sure everyone is included? That no one is isolated or alone in times of illness or despair? 

Do we disagree with civility? 

When I first came to the SAJ incivility was a not infrequent occurrence. The board often avoided 

certain important topics as too controversial. The ritual committee meetings too often evoked 

nasty comments. In the last few years the tenor of the conversations at the SAJ has changed. The 

community has subtly made it clear that incivility is no longer an acceptable way to express 

disagreements at meetings at the SAJ, however passionate our views might be, SAJ has shown 

that it is possible to change the tone of a community. 

The most well known line of Jewish liturgy is Shema Yisrael Adonai eloheinu Adonai ehad.  

Shema Yisrael Listen Israel. Did you listen? Did you hear what is being said? Did you listen well 

enough to get a glimpse of what lies beneath the surface of what is being said; the worries the 

fears, the irrationality? 

Shema Yisrael let the Jews of America and let this synagogue community be a model of a 

listening community that seeks to bridge across as many aisles as possible. 

Let us put forth that true religion is about listening rather than proclaiming there is only one truth 

and you have it and others don't. 

MMK 
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These two Jewish principles--a commitment to tikkun olam/repairing the world and a 

commitment to a political discourse  composed of listening rather than sound bites should be 

principles that all of us and all Americans  can strive for as we face the difficult challenges of the 

years ahead. 

In the Midrash the context for the line Shema Yisrael is the moment when Jacob lies on his 

deathbed surrounded by all his sons. He is worried about what their lives will be after he is gone 

because of the bitterness that filled the story of Joseph and his brothers. He knows full well from 

the story of his life and his relationship to his brother Esau that the human story, from the 

beginning of Genesis, has been brothers in bitter struggle with brother. Can it possibly change or 

is it that just is the nature of the world? In response to his unspoken question—all of his sons 

together say Shema Yisrael Listen Israel, Listen Jacob/Israel our father of two names, we your 

children as one proclaim Adonai our God Adonai is One that is what unites us is more important 

than what divides us. At that moment Jacob who is also named Israel can die in peace for in that 

moment his disparate sons have become a people—a people who can face the challenges of 

Egypt in the next book of the Torah—Shemot/Exodus.  

Listening leads to oneness. Adonai our god Adonai is One is not so much a statement about the 

nature of God, it is about our potential when we recognize the oneness of all humanity. Perhaps 

more then ever we need to re-affirm our pledge of allegiance to one nation under the oneness of 

Adonai indivisible with liberty and justice, not just for some but for all.  

 


