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If we had a moment to look at our pulpit folder tonight, we may have wondered if it’s a New 
Year for unusual sermon titles. But, before we decode our title - 01000001, let’s begin this Erev 
Rosh Hashanah sermon talking about, [well…] Passover. [Because] Recent polling indicated that 
American Jews identified Passover as their favorite Jewish holiday. And, it’s certainly no surprise 
that our great rabbis loved Passover too and sought new creative ways to improve the holiday.   

Our rabbis marveled at the Greek practice of symposium. “Symposium” – a Greek word for “to 
drink together,” was an element of the banquet experience after the meal. Greeks offered prayers, 
reclined and conversed about politics, life, and philosophy.   

The rabbis loved the idea of table fellowship and debate [Imagine that, food and talking!] – even 
if this ritual came from a non-Jewish source. Eventually, this enabled our rabbis to create the 
Passover Seder, the exodus story through food, Kiddush, reclining, questioning, and especially 
conversation. Therefore, a great Passover Seder includes not just our favorite charoset recipe, but the 
Seder embodies a spirited, long, and thoughtful debate about redemption, or the Haggadah, rabbinic 
literature, or even a contemporary issue that Judaism may address.  

The Seder is a historical ritual where we enthusiastically welcome the diversity of opinions – 
[where differences are welcomed]. The Seder celebrates uniqueness and individuality. It is a place 
where each participant is equal, where the Seder encourages all participants to question, to challenge, 
and especially to learn. And, it is a place dedicated to interpretation, to appreciation, and to the 
openness of ideas. 

Even though it’s the 1st of Tishrei – the Jewish New Year and we are months away from 
celebrating Passover, we should strive to live by the virtues of the Seder daily. We should surely 
embrace uniqueness and individuality. We should celebrate intellectual diversity. We should welcome 
questions, perspectives, and other interpretations for the sake of learning something new and for the 
appreciation of our differences. And, even when we disagree with a colleague or a family member 
with different worldviews and opinions, we maintain our friendships.  

This is a core teaching in Judaism. [It’s fundamental]. This has been part of our tradition for 
nearly two thousand years – showcased in the Seder and specifically with the two intellectual rivals, 
Shammai and Hillel. The Talmud teaches us that they disagreed on all aspects regarding Jewish law 
and Jewish expression, but they showed true love and friendship toward one another.1  

Everyone here tonight is special. Everyone here tonight is unique. Everyone here tonight has 
their own opinions, worldviews, insight, and perspective. But, tonight, as we welcome the New Year 
5779, we need to have a conversation to remind ourselves that Judaism celebrates individuality and 
uniqueness, that Judaism celebrates questioning, that Judaism celebrates different opinions, and that 
Judaism especially celebrates our multifaceted interpretations.      

Because unfortunately, I think we have forgotten this important teaching from our tradition and 
from our favorite holiday. Instead of celebrating intellectual diversity and individuality, we are 
embracing the “binary” – the either/or, the black or white, a world without interpretation, reflection, 
or introspection. This is a world where we are not only just quick to judge, but where we are quick 
to reject the other, to ridicule ideas, to disregard any differing opinion, and even to end lasting and 
loving relationships because someone else simply holds different political beliefs.  

I have had the honor to stand at this bimah and offer my thoughts with my Temple Solel 
community. It is not my interest nor my passion to use this sacred space to convey matters of 

                                                
1 Cf. Yevamot 14b  
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politics, policy, or politicians. I’m not here to speak about elected officials, their social media 
accounts, their participation at marches, or their voting record.  

I am here tonight because politics [or whom we voted for in elections] is now becoming the 
“binary” wedge that is not just dividing congress, but where it really matters the most - our families. 
I have spoken to congregants and to colleagues who have discussed with me how this political 
binary wedge is utterly ruining relationships at home and at work.  

And, therefore, I am here to say [which, should be the obvious] is that politics – [like life] is 
complicated. It’s not black or white. Rather, it’s multifaceted. And, politics, like, life, it’s not 
understood solely through the lens of the computer programmer who writes Binary Code using only 
zeroes and ones and nothing else to represent computer text. [Hence, my sermon title].  

That anxious factory worker who is down on his luck in a rust belt state who voted for a certain 
candidate doesn’t make him automatically deplorable or a bigot. That college student who proudly 
marches on the streets demanding her idea for societal change doesn’t make her a socialist and she 
doesn’t want to redistribute our wealth. Supporting the recently passed tax bill doesn’t mean we hate 
or neglect the poor. Supporting the Affordable Health Care Act doesn’t translate to socialized 
medicine. Securing the borders doesn’t mean we are against immigration. And, supporting the 
Dreamers so that they have a pathway to citizenship doesn’t mean we believe in open borders.   

It’s not binary. It’s not a zero. It’s not a one. Rather, it’s complicated and multifaceted. There are 
many reasons why we vote for candidates and for ballot initiatives. There are many reasons as to 
how we develop our unique political ideologies. But, we have forgotten this. 

And, ironically and sadly, we can’t even celebrate our favorite holiday together, Passover – a 
holiday dedicated to family, to community, to intellectual diversity and to conversation – because if 
we voted for the “wrong” candidate(s) or have opposite political beliefs, we can’t stomach breaking 
“matzah” with each other. 

This is happening more and more. We interrupt. We stop listening. We label. We mock. We yell. 
We criticize their source for how they get news. Families are torn apart. We triangulate family 
members to side with our political ideologues.  

In Michigan – my home state, there’s a common expression. “We live in a house divided” to 
indicate one spouse who attended the University of Michigan and the other spouse who attended 
Michigan State University. But, now, this common expression in Michigan doesn’t refer just to the 
friendly college rivalry. Rather, it’s a painful political division that is causing separation, anxiety, 
heartbreak, and sadness.  

Therapists are reporting unusually high number of clients seeking mental health professionals in 
order to deal with political polarizations within their relationships.2 Forty percent of Americans say 
that the 2016 election has hurt a close relationship.3 A Reuters Poll indicated that twenty percent of 
its respondents have stopped talking to a friend or someone in the family because of politics.4  

The Jewish pollster, Frank Luntz, wrote a survey about political dialogue and division. In the one 
thousand interviews conducted, Luntz reported one answer deeply troubling – a third stopped 
talking to a friend or to a family member because of disagreements over politics since 2016.5 The 
Wakefield Research Study revealed that twenty-nine percent of Americans either married or in a 

                                                
2 Aimee Blanchette, “Families Divided in the Trump Era: ‘I Didn’t Talk to my Parents for Weeks,’” Dallas Morning News 12 March 2017 
http://www.startribune.com/families-divided-in-the-trump-era-i-didn-t-talk-to-my-parents-for-weeks/415957734/ 
3 Ibid  
4 Wesley Pruden, “Breaking Up in the Trump Era is Easy to Do,” The Washington Times 9 March 2017 
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/mar/9/donald-trump-causing-arguments-among-families/ 
5 See Jeremy W. Peters, “In a Divided Era, One Thing Seems to Unite: Political Anger, New York Times, 17 August 2018 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/17/us/politics/political-fights.html?hp&action=click&pgtype=Homepage&clickSource=story-heading&module=first-
column-region&region=top-news&WT.nav=top-news 
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serious relationship acknowledged that politics is causing tension with their partner.6 [And], Yes, 
couples are filing for divorce.  

The New York Times just last month reported that the National Institute for Civil Discourse are 
receiving requests from churches, synagogues, and Fortune 500 companies where productivity is 
down because of political tension.7 Carolyn Lukensmeyer, the Executive Director of the National 
Institute for Civil Discourse, said, “This is now deep in our homes, deep in our neighborhoods, 
deep in our places of worship and deep in workplaces. It is really a virus.”8   

David Wasserman of the nonpartisan newsletter, the Cook Political Report, wrote the following, 
“The tragedy in these statistics, and it’s nothing less than tragedy, is that there is a generation of 
Americans who are growing up having never known, or having to talk to anyone with a different 
point of view. If it’s the fear of ‘the other’ that drives prejudices and bigotries, and early exposure to 
other views that dissolves them, there is much to fear. If you think our political climate is toxic now, 
think for moment how nasty politics could be twenty of thirty years from now.”9 

Our country is politically divided. This current political climate may anger us, sadden us, alienate 
us, or even frighten us. But, this political climate is also motivating us by marching, or by voting, 
being a voice for various causes, or simply by staying well informed with current issues. [After all,] 
one of the greatest thinkers of American democracy, Alexis de Tocqueville, believed that apathy 
would destroy the ideals of this great American Republic.10 [We are not apathetic].  

I remember in college I attended a town hall meeting in Norton, Massachusetts – the town’s 
population is roughly 19,000. But, most of the town that night piled in the school’s gym to yell at 
each other about whether to put in a new traffic light and other matters. When the dust settled, and 
the town still didn’t pass any resolution, the people exited the gym, conversing about life and of 
course the Boston Red Sox.   

A new traffic light may not keep us up at night, but for the citizens of Norton, they were surely 
passionate about their issues just like we are passionate about our issues. But, our political passions 
are a major problem. We can’t mentally “exit the gym doors” and talk about the Padres. Rather, we 
take our politics home and then jeopardize our relationships.    

I don’t want David Wasserman’s theory to come to fruition. I don’t want this great Republic in 
thirty years to fall apart, to slip into a toxic abyss because we are so enmeshed in the binary political 
world while neglecting what truly matters the most – our families, our relationships, and our 
friendships.  

There is that assurance when historians and political pundits remind us about the special 
relationship between President Ronald Reagan and the Speaker of the House, Tip O’Neill. They 
disagreed on policy, but were cordial to one another. And, despite their differing judicial 
philosophies, Justice Antonin Scalia and Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg were great friends who 
enjoyed opera and traveling the world together.11 [There’s a great picture of them sitting on an 
elephant together in India.] 

These are certainly encouraging stories. But, I don’t know if anecdotal stories from our nation’s 
capital serve as the best possible solution for this matter. And, I doubt if these stories bring us any 
healing regarding our own relationships at home or at work.   

                                                
6 Cf. Megan Cerullo, “Trump Presidency is Destroying Marriages Across the Country,” The Daily News 5 August 2017 
http://www.nydailynews.com/news/national/trump-presidency-destroying-marriages-country-article-1.3386982 
7 Peters 
8 Ibid  
9 Pruden  
10 See Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America  
11 Cf. Irin Carmon, “What Made the Friendship Between Scalia and Ginsburg Work,” The Washington Post 13 February 2016 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2016/02/13/what-made-scalia-and-ginsburgs-friendship-
work/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.c1571631968a 
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Therefore, the next time we find ourselves in a major political debate with a loved one and this 
debate is absolutely going nowhere -  we are yelling, we are shouting, we aren’t listening; and, we are 
at that moment where the next thing we utter can potentially jeopardize a relationship, then -  

Take a moment to learn about Dr. Ahmed Eid who serves as Hadassah Hospital’s Head of 
Surgery in Jerusalem. Dr. Eid is an Arab-Israeli who was born in a village near Nazareth. Dr. Eid, 
just like any Israeli, has his political opinions. It’s unlikely he favors the current Likkud government; 
however, his mission as a physician and as an Israeli is more important than his political differences. 
When Dr. Eid is operating on a patient – whether preforming organ transplants or removing bullets 
or shrapnel, he saves lives regardless if one is a Jew, Arab, Muslim, or Christian. This is what truly 
matters to him – not Jerusalem’s wild political theatre.  

Last Winter, Rachel and I attended the Friends of the Israel Defense Forces Gala and heard the 
Commander of the Operation Good Neighbor speak. Operation Good Neighbor is Israel’s 
humanitarian mission aimed at helping Syrian refugees. Israel and Syria are more than political rivals. 
They are enemies. But, Israel doesn’t identify these Syrian refugees as enemies but rather as human 
beings who need desperate help. Israeli soldiers and Syrian refugees eat together, laugh together, and 
create lasting relationships together.  

And, there’s no doubt that Israelis and Syrians probably disagree about the Golan Heights or 
other matters relating to the region. But, this didn’t matter because at the end of day, friendship, 
security, sustenance, and community are more important than political divisions or Middle Eastern 
policy. Many experts suggest that Operation Good Neighbor has the potential to create sustainable 
peace with the Syrian people.  

The purpose of the High Holidays is not to challenge us politically. It never is. Rather, the 
purpose of the High Holidays is to challenge us spiritually. The Rosh Hashanah liturgy reminds us 
that: “We are stiff-necked and stubborn…Convinced we’re right, entrenched in our own 
perspective.”12 For the past few years, we have been convinced that we have been right in our own 
perspective, especially politics. We have been convinced that our politics are more important than 
our relationships. We have been convinced that our opinions are right, and anyone who disagrees 
with us is wrong. We’ve rejected the other side. We’ve stopped listening. But, this binary approach is 
not just harmful and hurtful, it’s also not Jewish. It’s not the way we engage the world.     

There is no word for binary in the Hebrew language. It’s a cognate; it’s borrowed. The concept of 
“binary” is foreign to Hebrew and to Judaism. The either/or, the black or white doesn’t exist in our 
tradition.  

Judaism understands the world through a multifaceted, [which, in Hebrew, multifaceted translates 
to rav-panim,] perspective. Judaism welcomes difference. Judaism wants us to learn the other side. 
Judaism teaches us that God created each person distinctly unique. Then, when we are in a heated 
debate and discussing the latest political saga, our tradition commands us to listen. Or as the great 
Italian Rabbi Isaac Samuel Reggio once wrote, “When we seek the truth, we must listen to our 
opponent.”13  

We are political. We gravitate toward various policies, politicians, and cable news pundits. This is 
America. And, this is ok! But, each American gravitates toward his/her policies and politicians. As 
we start this New Year, we continue to engage in the American democratic process. We vote. We 
march. We protest. We study issues. We decide. But, for this New Year, let us remember that the 
ideals of the Passover Seder can be a model for our daily conversations, a model for those political 
conversations, and a model to remember that at the end of day, it’s our families and relationships 
that matter most.  

                                                
12 Adapted from Mishkan Hanefesh, see pf. 200  
13 Rabbi Isaac Samuel Reggio, Torah and Philosophy  
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Passover is about historical empathy as the Haggadah reminds us, “One must look upon oneself as 
one had come out of Egypt, personally.” Then, perhaps we try political empathy, “We must look 
upon each American that they hold different political beliefs. These beliefs are complicated and 
multifaceted, not binary.” When the debate happens, we remember why our great sages created the 
Passover Seder for the Jewish people - to serve as an appreciation for community, for learning, for 
conversation, for questioning, for strengthening relationships, and of course, for eating.  

A few weeks ago, Senator John McCain passed away. The message tonight is not about his 
political legacy – whether if we supported or didn’t support the late senator. Rather, it’s about 
recognizing that politics is rav-panim, multifaceted, not binary. It’s about maintaining and 
strengthening what matters most, our relationships.   

Senator McCain, like the rabbis, believed in this concept. He understood this concept. And, right 
before he passed, this is the message he wanted the American people to hear. “We are 325 million 
opinionated, vociferous individuals. We argue and compete and sometimes even vilify each other in 
raucous public debates. But we have always had so much more in common with each other than 
disagreement. If only we remember that and give each other the benefit of presumption that we all 
love our country we will get through these challenging times. We will come through them stronger 
than before. We always do.”   

As we welcome the New Year, it’s certainly ok to disagree on fundamental issues. This is America 
and Americans are multifaceted – rav-panim especially politically. But let us remember, recognize our 
commonality, remember what is sacred - the family and the friendship bond – have those family 
dinners, celebrate Passover together, talk about current events, have a solid debate, but keep these 
relationships paramount. Family over party. This is what truly matters the most.    
 
Shanah Tovah  

  


