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So I have a confession to make. I like Norman Rockwell. And I "confess" this, I publicly admit 
it, because for someone of my generation it's kind of like saying I like the music of Lawrence 
Welk. (Alright, maybe Perry Como.) But when it comes to liking Norman Rockwell's 
illustrations (which actually are paintings), this came to me as something of a shock if not a 
betrayal of my counter-cultural roots as one who came of age in the Age of Aquarius. Norman 
Rockwell was the Saturday Evening Post. His was the artwork of dentists' offices. The artistic 
equivalent to elevator music. His were the unimaginative pictorial descriptions of the America 
of my parents, the America of John Wayne and Reader's Digest and Paul Harvey. Or so I 
thought. 

I guess simply because his art was at the other end of the spectrum from Van Gogh and 
Picasso and Albers and Renoir, because it was so figural and so precise (almost as if lacking in 
imagination), and maybe above all because it adorned the covers of magazines that seemed 
lacking in an intellectuality that, guilt by association, the art and the artist were to be 
dismissed. Even if the subjects of his artwork would invariably give rise to a smile. Because no 
matter that I wouldn't hang that stuff on my walls, I would enjoy looking at the pictures he 
made. More than simply seeming real, they portrayed reality.  

This I have always recognized. His pictures reflect a familiar world. Whether it's the social 
commentary of the racial divide in America (the painting of the black kids moving into the all-
white neighborhood) or the dynamics of how a simple story can completely be distorted 
through a chain of a few subsequent conversations (in his famous depiction of Gossip) or the 
love we all have for boys and girls and cats and dogs, Rockwell painted the truths of daily 
living. He gave visual expression to the sacred foundations of the mundane. Unlike the 
abstract expressionism of his contemporaries, you didn't have to stand in front of his work to 
try and figure out what he was saying; you simply stood in front of it for extended periods of 
time to scrutinize the details of those elements of our own lives we miss because we're usually 
in such a hurry. Rockwell slowed us down. 

I didn't really understand any of this until I went to the museum housing his art up in 
Stockbridge, Massachusetts this past summer. It wasn't until I saw the majority of his work all 
in one place that I really came to appreciate how gifted and insightful he was, not merely as an 
artist but as a social commentator. And nowhere was this more evident than in the very center 
of that museum, a rotunda housing his four epic pictures of America, based on a speech by 
President Roosevelt in 1941, entitled "The Four Freedoms". There in that rotunda are these 
extraordinary pictures of the American landscape: the "Freedom to Worship" depicting the 
diversity of Americans praying together; the inspiring "Freedom of Speech" with a common man 
standing up at a town hall meeting; the touching "Freedom from Fear" showing a mother 
tucking her children into bed as the father stands at her side holding a newspaper filled with 
headlines of war; and "Freedom from Want", a wonderful image of the joy and spirit of 
togetherness implicit at a Thanksgiving dinner table.  

This is the America I grew up in. This is the America I remember as a child. This is the America 
I learned about in post-war baby-boom public school. But as I basked in my own nostalgia, I 
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also started to wonder what ever happened to that America? It seems so old. And it got me to 
wondering. Is it gone? Has it changed? For that matter, did it ever really exist? 

These thoughts came up for me this past September 11 as our nation paused to remember 
those very dark days of ten years ago. The memories of that Tuesday in 2001 will remain with 
us forever, not merely as individuals but collectively as well. Indeed, the communal 
remembering, whether at Ground Zero or the Pentagon or the local gatherings throughout 
America, whether taking pause before a football game or joining together in interfaith worship, 
for a short while America was once again united. It was moving, even as we recalled the 
anguish and the pain.  

And throughout it all, the one thing that everyone kept saying, especially in the formal remarks 
of remembrance, was how great America is. It was, of course, the right thing to say. But the 
more I heard it, the less it resonated with me. It felt hollow. Not insincere, just rallying. It 
reminded me of the day Bin Laden was found and killed, and those scenes of people 
celebrating in the streets waving flags and honking horns, as if their team had just won the big 
game. Somehow calling America "great" made me feel uncomfortable. Not because I don't love 
America. On the contrary, it's because of my love for this land that such hyperbole seems to 
miss what really is at the core of America's greatness, especially since – it seems to me – that 
greatness is becoming increasingly hard to find. 

 

The America of today troubles me. We've lost that idealistic love of country I remember as a 
child. (I guess maybe you can blame my generation for that, our civil disobedience opposing 
what so many of us believed to be an immoral war and our outrage toward a society that 
shamefully embraced or at least acquiesced to a racism that belied the images of the just 
nation we were raised on.) Indeed, since the shattering of the Camelot we all thought was 
America, the protests that left our campuses bloodied and our cities in flames only to be 
followed by (at least what seemed at the time) the undoing of the presidency, the America I 
grew up in has been relegated to the selective memory of nostalgia, an image captured by 
Norman Rockwell.  

But even then I am sober enough to appreciate and affirm that those protests of the sixties and 
the demand for accountability and truth in the days of Watergate were still decidedly American. 
It was an America that I can speak about with pride. 

And yet as much as I search, I feel hard-pressed to find that America today. And I know that 
I'm not alone.  

Back in March, in his last article for The New York Times, Bob Herbert wrote: "Limitless greed, 
unrestrained corporate power and a ferocious addiction to foreign oil have led us to an era of 
perpetual war and economic decline...The U.S. has not just misplaced its priorities. When the 
most powerful country ever to inhabit the earth finds it so easy to plunge into the horror of 
warfare but almost impossible to find adequate work for its people or to properly educate its 
young, it has lost its way entirely." 

I am not an economist. And I have no doubt that there are many here who have a much better 
understanding of the fiscal challenges facing our nation. But when the wealthy are taxed at a 
percentage that is substantially lower than the majority who inhabit the middle, we must 
understand that this is no longer a question of economics but morality. Taxation, the means by 
which we operate the country, should – by definition – be fair (at least in a country created and 
based on the principle of equality.) And yet according to the Economic Policy Institute, the 
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richest 10 percent of Americans received 100 percent of the average income growth in the years 
2000 to 2007. In 2009, the richest 5 percent claimed 63.5 percent of the nation’s wealth. The 
overwhelming majority, the bottom 80 percent, collectively held just 12.8 percent. Herbert 
writes: "This inequality, in which an enormous segment of the population struggles while the 
fortunate few ride the gravy train, is a world-class recipe for social unrest. Downward mobility 
is an ever-shortening fuse leading to profound consequences." To wit, have you noticed the 
"Occupy Wall Street" protests of the past two weeks? Carrying placards that read "Tax the Rich" 
and "We Want Money for Healthcare not Corporate Welfare," the protestors said they were 
inspired by demonstrations in Egypt and Spain. 

And the divide in America is more than just a matter of haves and have-nots. Call it what you 
will – Republican and Democrat, Liberal and Conservative, Right and Left – the discourse in 
our land, its fractiousness, its hostility is, at least for me, a cause for deep concern. And I don't 
think I'm overreacting or being naive. I grew up during the chaos of the sixties. I have vague 
memories of the McCarthyism of the fifties. I vividly remember the partisan divide of the 
Watergate seventies. But I don't ever recall a split as wide and as deep as we have in America 
today. I remember being acutely aware of its emergence during the Clinton impeachment trials 
of the nineties. Then it became color-coded in the last decade. It's as if we've lost the middle. 
There is no more meeting ground. No one seems willing to cross the aisle. No one seems 
courageous enough to breach the divide. 

Back on the tenth anniversary of September 11, Jon Bon Jovi was quoted as saying, "I want the 
country of Sept. 12 again, when everybody came together." Really? Were we really "together" 
that day? Maybe it seemed that way. Maybe for a day. Even a week or a month. But my sense 
is that in the years since that horrible Tuesday the xenophobia of America has grown worse. 
The hostilities toward Cubans in Florida, Mexicans in the Southwest, and Arabs just about 
everywhere should give us, as a nation, an elongated moment of pause and reflection. This is 
not to say that illegal immigration and terrorism are not real threats; but well we know what 
happens when people get scared, when they lose their homes and their jobs, when they see 
inequalities and perceptions of unfair policies. All you have to do is listen to talk-radio (if, that 
is, you can stomach it). It's like we've become a country where its citizens proclaim a love for 
America "but they hate Americans..." (That’s not my line; it comes from Aaron Sorkin’s The 
American President.) Most of us think that the second Temple was destroyed in the year 70 by 
the Romans, but the rabbis offer a different explanation. Sinat Chinam, senseless hatred 
between Jew and Jew, was what led to the chaos that brought on the destruction. 

Am I worried that all this will lead to a national imploding, a self-destruction that will put 
America on that path of the Roman empire? No. But what I do believe is that every so often 
America and its people need to step back and reflect and remember why it is we say America is 
great. This, I think, is one of those times. And maybe a reexamination of the art of Norman 
Rockwell is just the place to begin.  

 

Not too long ago I happened upon the film Grand Canyon. I'm sure a lot of you remember the 
movie. In much the same way as I feel about America today, Lawrence Kasdan wrote Grand 
Canyon to address the gap he saw in our country, albeit one more economic and racial. The 
moral voice of the film comes from a black man from South Central LA (played by Danny 
Glover). In the beginning of the film he articulates the problem succinctly. Confronting a 
teenage gang member who's about to rip off of a white guy, he says: 
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"Man, the world ain't supposed to work like this. I mean, maybe you don't know 
that yet. I'm supposed to be able to do my job without having to ask you if I can. 
That dude is supposed to be able to wait with his car without you ripping him 
off. Everything is supposed to be different than it is." 

That’s the way I feel today. It's not supposed to be this way. Yet throughout the film the 
metaphor of the Grand Canyon keeps coming up. It is, of course, the symbol of the chasm 
separating us one from the other. And while it can seem so overwhelming, the movie gives us 
another way to look at it, and again it comes from Simon, the Danny Glover character: 

"You ever been to the Grand Canyon?" he asks Kevin Kline, the white guy. "Its 
pretty, but that’s not the thing of it. You can sit on the edge of that big ol' thing 
and those rocks... the cliffs and rocks are so old... it took so long for that thing to 
get like that... and it ain't done either! It happens right there while your watching 
it. It’s happening right now as we are sitting here in this ugly town." 

In other words, it's easy to lose the forest for the trees. Despite what we see in front of us, 
despite what appears to be reality, there's a deeper truth, a larger truth that is so big it's hard to 
see it for the little things that get in the way. And I think that is what Rockwell was trying to say 
with his images of Roosevelt's Four Freedoms.  

Don't think for a minute he didn't see the chaos and the evil in 1943, even here in America. 
Especially here in America. It was that very same Freedom of Religion and Freedom of Speech 
that gave strength to Father Coughlin, and that Freedom from Fear didn't mean much to blacks 
living in a world of the Ku Klux Klan, and this was just a few years removed from the Great 
Depression – Freedom from Want was less a reality than a dream. And that's the point. Those 
paintings were not a naive illustration of an America that really didn't exist; they were an ideal 
of what America could be. Those "freedoms" were nothing more than opportunities, 
mechanisms that allow for the potential of those scenes. And for me, despite all the things that 
are wrong with this land, those images of Rockwell still look true. 

Because the paintings at the Norman Rockwell museum are in a rotunda, it's not like they're in 
any particular order. Yet I found myself, being a rabbi, starting at Freedom of Religion, and 
then, being a Jew, rotating from right to left, counter-clockwise, to Freedom of Speech (which, I 
admit, is my favorite), then to Freedom from Fear, and finally Freedom from Want. But it's in 
that last painting, the picture of the Thanksgiving dinner table, where Rockwell gives us a 
curious nudge. In the picture's lower right corner is one of the people at the dinner table, but 
we don't see all of him, just part of his face, like a photograph where the camera lens just 
couldn't fit everybody in. And he's looking right at us. And he's got this twinkle in his eye. And 
you wonder, “What's he trying to say to us?” I'll let you decide for yourselves. (Go look at it on 
the Internet.) But I’ll give you a hint. I think he's reminding us of just how good it is to have 
these freedoms. 

 

In our morning prayers we say each day she'asani ben or bat chorin. You have made me free. It 
is my natural right. God-given. But where else have we known this right? Particularly as Jews, 
what other land has accorded to us the right to freedom as we have known here in America? 
This past year we have witnessed millions of people throughout the Arab world clamoring for 
this very right. Yet for all that divides us here, would that we could see what America grants to 
us is the actual hope we might ever have to find common ground with each other. Freedom is 
the one thing we all share in common. Freedom is our common ground. And the rights and 
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privileges this nation’s Founding Fathers so brilliantly understood to be intrinsic to that 
freedom. 

The rabbis teach us that the word in Hebrew for freedom, herut, is virtually identical to harut, 
which means "engraved". And what I think this means is that God not merely creates us as free 
beings, God engraves it into our souls. And that is why we pursue it with the same passion as 
one deprived of air. And it is only here, in America, that we can, as the great Jewish poet Emma 
Lazarus put it, "breathe free". 

I don't know what it means to call a country "great". I don't really know what that means. But 
despite it all, despite the rancor and the problems that we face today, I still believe in the 
America of Norman Rockwell. Or, as the Kevin Kline character replies to Danny Glover's 
question "So what do you think?" as they stand at the precipice looking out over the majestic 
expanse of  the Grand Canyon, "I think it's not all bad." 

I agree. And the best part is, we have the freedom to make it even better. This is a truth worth 
celebrating as we enter another new year. 


