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A favorite story: 

A new rabbi comes to a well-established congregation. Every week on Erev Shabbat a 
fight erupts during the service. When it comes time to recite the Shema prayer, half of 
the congregation stands and the other half sits. The half who stand say, "Of course we 
stand for the Shema. It’s the credo of Judaism. Throughout history, thousands of Jews 
have died with the words of the Shema on their lips." The half who remain seated say, 
"No. According to the Shulchan Aruch (the code of Jewish law), if you are seated when 
you get to the Shema you must remain seated." 

The people who are standing yell at the people who are sitting, "Stand up!" while the 
people who are sitting yell at the people who are standing, "Sit down!" It’s destroying 
the whole decorum of the service, and driving the new rabbi crazy. Finally, it’s brought 
to the rabbi’s attention that at a nearby home for the aged is a 98-year-old man who 
was a founding member of the congregation. So, in accordance with Talmudic 
tradition, the rabbi appoints a delegation of three, one who stands for the Shema, one 
who sits, and the rabbi himself, to go interview the man.  

They enter his room, and the man who stands for the Shema rushes over to the old 
man and says, "Wasn’t it the tradition in our synagogue to stand for the Shema?" 

"No," the old man answers in a weak voice. "That wasn’t the tradition." 

The other man jumps in excitedly. "So then I'm right. It's the tradition in our shul to sit 
for the Shema!" 

"No," the old man says. "That wasn’t the tradition either." 

At this point, the rabbi cannot control himself. He cuts in angrily. "I don’t care what the 
tradition was! Just tell them one or the other. Do you know what goes on in services 
every week — the people who are standing yell at the people who are sitting, the 
people who are sitting yell at the people who are standing." 

"That was the tradition," the old man says. 

 

Of course, we all know, arguing is a Jewish art form. But it's more than just cultural. For 
our people, arguing is sacred. The Talmud tells the story of the great scholar Yochanan 
and his study partner Reish Lakish. The two learned together for many years, until one 
day Reish Lakish got sick and died. Yochanan was totally distraught over the loss. His 
students tried to comfort him, saying, "Don't worry, Rabbi. We'll find you a new study 
partner – the most brilliant man in town." 
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A few weeks later, Rabbi Yochanan was seen walking down the street, still depressed. 
"Rabbi," his students asked. "What's the problem? We sent you a brilliant study 
partner. Why are you so sad?" 

Rabbi Yochanan told them: "This man is indeed a scholar. In fact, he's so brilliant that 
he can come up with 24 ways to prove that what I'm saying is correct. Don't you think 
I know what I said is correct? But when I studied with Reish Lakish, he brought me 24 
proofs that what I was saying was wrong. And that's what I miss! The goal of study is 
not to just have someone agree with me. I want him to criticize, question, and prove to 
me that I'm wrong. That is what Torah study is about." (based on Baba Metzia 84a) 

Indeed, although we often joke about David Ben Gurion's famous line: "Put two Jews in 
a room and you'll get three opinions," as Vincent Brook points out in his book "You 
Should See For Yourself" (Jewish Identity in Post-Modern Culture), "...a Jewish tradition 
of multivocality may be traced back to the Torah, whose ambiguities invited a host of 
heterogeneous views in the Talmud and midrash." Anyone who has ever read any of 
the stories in the Torah understands this truth implicitly.  

There are many narratives that demonstrate this. Of course, tomorrow's Torah reading, 
the Akeda – the Binding of Isaac – is perhaps the most provocative text in our tradition. 
For over two and half millennia we have struggled with it, argued over it, and never to 
anyone's satisfaction. And that's probably because we're not supposed to resolve the 
dilemmas it raises for us. There are some things for which there can never be an easy 
answer. 

To be sure, the drama that precedes the Akeda, the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, is 
equally rich with ambiguity and dilemma. Here's a story that has Lot having carnal 
relations with his daughters but not before he offers them up to the angry mob as 
stand-ins for the two strangers he just welcomed into his home as guests. Go figure. 
And yet, at the same time, this entire story is introduced by God ostensibly challenging 
Abraham to argue for the innocent souls who will no doubt get trapped within the 
conflagration that will eventually consume these two evil cities. 

And there's the story of Dinah, the only girl ever mentioned as a daughter of the 
patriarchs and matriarchs, who is taken "by force" by one of the locals named 
Shechem. But when confronted with it, Shechem agrees to convert to the Hebrew way 
of life and willingly accepts circumcision for himself and all the male members of his 
tribe. And while he and all the other newly circumcised men are recovering, two of 
Dinah's brothers, Shimon and Levi, go in and kill Shechem and the rest of the men. 
And when confronted by their father Jacob saying, "You have brought trouble on me 
among all [the locals]...," Shimon and Levy simply reply, "Should our sister be treated 
like a whore?" 

That's it. The story ends. No more. Just a question. No resolution. No moral. No 
clarity. And this, for me, is the beauty of Torah's stories. They challenge us to engage 
the text. They beg us to struggle. To wonder. To argue. In his brilliant book, The Art of 
Biblical Narrative, Robert Alter writes: 
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"...character is revealed [in the Torah] primarily through speech, action, gesture, 
with all the ambiguities that entails; motive is frequently, though not invariably, 
left in a penumbra of doubt; often we are able to draw plausible inferences 
about the personages and their destinies, but much remains a matter of 
conjecture or even of teasing multiple possibilities." 

None of this is to say that Torah is without morality or clarity. On the contrary. But 
Torah not merely welcomes us to the discussion, Torah invites us in. Torah wants us to 
argue. With the text. With each other. It's what makes us human. It's what helps us 
grow as human beings.  

Of course not everything is up for grabs. There are some matters about which Torah is 
anything but equivocal. Narrative may offer us opportunities to struggle with the 
meaning of life, and that may very well be the beauty of Torah, but it's greatness lies in 
law. Alter acknowledges this when he writes: 

"At the same time, however, the [Torah's] omniscient narrator conveys a sense 
that personages and events produce a certain stable significance...by the course 
though which some of them are made to pass to necessary knowledge of self and 
[of] other, and of God's ways." 

And, of course, "God's ways" in Torah are neatly spelled out in law. 

 

To be sure, we do not all agree on what, as the prophet Micah phrased it, "...the Lord 
doth require of thee." And largely that's what distinguishes we liberal Jews from our 
more halakhically observant co-religionists. Nevertheless, there are some aspects of 
law as stated in the Torah that are so clear and so unambiguous that not only are we 
incapable of arguing over them, by their very nature these mandates unite us and 
identify us as Jews. Because they have become the foundation of Western civilization. 

Permit me a little lesson in Biblical history.  

There are two kinds of legal formula in the Torah. The ordinary type, which scholars 
call casuistic law, is the normative style for legal writing in the ancient near east. "If" 
you do this, "then" this will happen to you. "When" so-and-so does such-and-such, 
"then" the punishment will be "x". This is the standard of legal language found in the 
Code of Hammurabi, and it appears quite clearly in Parashat Mishpatim in the book of 
Exodus. 

But just before Parashat Mishpatim, in Parashat Yitro, we have another form of legal 
writing. To the best of my knowledge, it is unprecedented as a formula of law in human 
history. In other words, it starts with Judaism. It's called apodictic law. Simply put, it is 
law that is unequivocal. As my mother would put it, "there are no ifs, ands or buts 
about it." Apodictic law is the language of "Thou shall" and "Thou shall not". It is the 
law of "command". And it is uniquely of ancient Israel. 

In contrast to the narratives of Torah which challenge us to think, the laws of Torah not 
merely challenge us to act but demand us to behave in a certain way. Whereas the 
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stories of the Torah invite us to struggle with the text, the mitzvot of Torah leave little 
room for doubt. You must honor your mother and your father. You must not steal. You 
must remember the seventh day and make it holy. You must not bear false witness 
against your neighbor. You know the rest. You know The Ten. And, no doubt, you are 
familiar with a lot of the others. There's that law about not boiling a kid in the milk of 
its mother. Or the command to not insult the deaf and not allow a donkey and an ox to 
plow a field bearing the same yoke. There's the mitzvah to console the bereaved and 
the clear directive that any animal sacrifice you bring must be without blemish. In 
traditional Judaism there's agreement that in total there are 613 of them (although 
there's no absolute consensus as to what those 613 precisely are). Now we progressive 
Jews may not agree with all of the 613. Some of them simply no longer speak to us. 
Some even offend our modern sensibilities. For some of us, there are laws that we 
believe God demands of us even though they don't appear word-for-word in the text of 
Torah. But, and I firmly believe this, for most Jews there is general agreement about the 
importance of law, and that most of us agree that these laws still apply. Especially the 
ones that comprise the "social contract". 

A few weeks back, during one of our summer services, the service leader gave a d'var 
on the weekly Torah portion. It came from Parashat Ki Tetze which contains more laws 
than any other portion in the Torah. In particular he noted that the section of our 
chumash or Torah commentary that he was reading from (edited by Gunther Plaut – 
his memory is a blessing) was entitled "The Social Weal". And he wondered out loud, 
"Does anybody know what the word "weal" means?" Actually, it's one of my favorite 
words. Maybe because we don't use it everyday, it's fallen out of our daily lexicon. 
Maybe because it has such deep implications. "Weal", in fact, is the opposite of "woe". 
At its core it implies "the good" or that which is "of value" or "of benefit". As in the 
"common weal". The "commonwealth". So when the late Rabbi Plaut identified this 
section of Torah as "The Social Weal" is was his erudite and insightful way of teaching 
us that the laws contained in that section of Torah are concerned with that which is 
"good" for society.  

More than anything else, this is the singular thread that is woven throughout the 
entirety of the book of Deuteronomy. "Tzedek, tzedek tirdof – Justice, justice you shall 
pursue" is its theme. The prophets embraced it, the rabbis concurred – the laws of 
kashrut and ritual purity and Shabbat observance notwithstanding – the pursuit of 
justice and the doing of right are at the core of Torah and Judaism.  

As the Talmud reminds us, when Hillel was approached by the would-be proselyte to 
tell him the essence of Judaism while standing on one foot, Hillel says: "That which is 
hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor; all the rest is commentary..." I know. I 
know. It goes on to say, "Now go and learn it." And for another sermon that would be 
the emphasis of my interpretation of that text, but this morning, in this context, the 
emphasis must be "...all the rest is commentary." Because, when all is said and done, 
that is what Judaism is about. It's about loving your neighbor as yourself. It's about 
understanding that all of the mitzvot notwithstanding, if we do not act with 
consideration for the public good, then the rest of the laws are of little consequence. 
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Bottom line: Judaism is a faith that commands us to take responsibility for each other, 
to work for the social weal, to pursue the common good. It is, I believe, the central 
tenet of Judaism. 

 

And that brings me to the election. 

It is a grand thing, this democracy of ours. Each of us blessed to exercise our voice 
through the privilege of the vote. And it is, indeed, a blessing. Because well we know 
what it is like to live in a land where we were denied such opportunities. And it is, 
indeed, a privilege. It is a right given to us by the American Torah, the Constitution, 
and its midrash, the Bill of Rights. And yet I find it increasingly challenging to rejoice in 
this blessing, to find joy in this privilege. I know that political campaigns are, by their 
very nature, contentious. I know that American history is rich with wars of words and 
dirty tricks that come, part and parcel, with the luggage of elections. Maybe I'm just 
getting old. Maybe my youthful idealism has surrendered to the cynicism of aging. Still, 
something inside tells me that the vitriol is getting worse, the antipathy for the other 
has morphed into contempt. 

Arguing is not unhealthy. Torah wants us to struggle. Torah encourages us to expand 
our boundaries, to engage in the dialectic of challenge and response. But even for 
Judaism arguing has its limits. Hillel and Shammai were celebrated opponents. So, too, 
Akiba and Ishmael. Each represented a different view of interpretation of Torah, one 
more liberal, one more conservative. But they coexisted not only peacefully but 
lovingly, like Yochanan and Reish Lakish – because their disputes were L'shem 
Shamayyim. For the sake of heaven. For the greater good. But when the strife loses 
sight of the common denominator, when the struggle turns personal, it becomes 
destructive. The Churban, the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, came about – 
say the rabbis – not because of the Romans but because the people were filled with 
Sinat Chinam, senseless hatred for each other. 

I am not suggesting that the political atmosphere of today will lead to the downfall of 
the United States. But at the same time I wonder if our civil religion of partisan politics 
does not merely impede but ultimately obfuscate what it is we're supposed to be doing 
as members of the "social contract"?  

The prophet Micah: "It has been told you what is good and what God expects of 
you: Do justly. Be merciful. Act with humility."  

The prophet Isaiah: "Cease to do evil; learn to do good, Devote yourselves to 
justice; aid the wronged. Uphold the rights of the orphan; defend the cause of 
the widow."  

The book of Leviticus: "Rise before the aged." "Love your neighbor as yourself." 

And the most frequently repeated phrase in Torah: "Remember that you were 
strangers in the land of Egypt."  
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If the Torah were written today, if the prophets lived among us, they would be more 
specific. Universal health care. Social Security. A decent education for all. And they 
would care about the unemployed, making sure their needs are taken care of. The 
prophets believed in a level playing field. Because, as Torah teaches us in its very first 
chapter: We are all created in the image of God.  

But I don't really need to quote Torah, do I? We all know what our tradition demands 
of us. And yet, when we enter the voting booth, are we really thinking about the 
homeless or about our own homes? Have we forgotten that we, too, were once 
immigrants in search of dreams? Are we offering hope for those who cannot sustain 
themselves or are we hoping to lower our own taxes? Do we truly care about the 
powerless and the marginalized enough to elect representatives who care about them 
as well? How is it that "welfare" has gotten a bad name? Given the choice, would we 
rather live in a land where it's "everybody for himself" or where the institutions of 
government – which were created "of" and "by" the people – are designed "for" the 
people? For the common weal. It should come as no surprise that the word "wealth" is 
derived from "weal", but so is the word "welfare". 

As your rabbi I have no right to tell you who to vote for come November. Your "choice" 
is a sacred privilege. Please use it. By all means. But as your rabbi I feel compelled to 
remind you that, for Judaism, the choices we make if not in the service of the common 
good, if not in the service of others, are an abandonment of our sacred "legacy". This is 
why we exist as Jews. 

In his book The Gifts of the Jews, Thomas Cahill (a Roman Catholic) says it with the 
majestic clarity of an objective outsider: 

"Because of their unique belief – monotheism – the Jews were able to give the 
[world the idea of the] Great Whole, a unified universe.... They gave us the 
Conscience of the West, the belief that this God who is One is not the God of 
outward show but the 'still, small voice' of conscience, the God of compassion, 
the God who 'will be there,' the God who cares about each of His creatures, 
especially the human beings He created 'in His own image,' and that He insists 
we do the same." 

I'll put it to you this way. How you exit the voting booth – as a Democrat or a 
Republican or an Independent – is your right. All I ask is that you walk into that 
sanctuary of democracy as a Jew. Cast your vote with compassion. And stand up for 
the widow, the orphan and the stranger. Remember, we were once strangers, too. On 
this there can be no argument. 


