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Just about every year, for as long as I can remember, around two weeks or so 

before Rosh Hashanah, I would sit down at my desk and dial in to a conference 

call and wait for someone to tell me that the person whom I and hundreds of 

other Rabbis had gathered around to listen to was finally on site.  And then 

what would follow were two or three very short introductory remarks, and 

then I would hear the voice of the person on the other end of the line, the 

familiar voice of the President of the United States. 

 

I must say, especially the first time, it was a thrill to be in on a call, an “off the 

record” call, as it was billed, with the President, and it was especially 

gratifying to hear him wish us all a “Shanah Tovah,” in an accent that seemed 

to get better, and with a delivery that seemed more and more confident, each 

year.   

 

And then, I learned that this year’s High Holiday call with the President was 

not going to happen.  It turns out that the Rabbinical organizations of the 

Reform, Conservative, and Reconstructionist movements all agreed not to 

pursue our annual call with the White House this year.   

 

It didn’t entirely surprise me. After all, one could imagine a dozen or so 

different reasons why they wouldn’t want to pursue a call with the President.  

But then I read the statement that the group issued explaining its action. (See 

below, following the text of the sermon).  The statement focused specifically 

on the President’s reaction to the Charlottesville demonstrations and the 

ensuing violence.  It objected to the way that the President seemed to equate 

white supremacists on the one hand and counter-demonstrators on the other; 

and his unwillingness, at least initially, to condemn neo-Nazis publicly and 
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unequivocally. It accused the president of lacking in moral leadership and 

empathy for the victims of racial and religious hatred.  
 

When I read that statement, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.  And I wasn’t sure 

how I felt about not pursuing that call.   

 

On the one hand, some of the criticism of the President in that statement 

seemed reasonable.  On the other hand, was it wise, was it appropriate, to cut 

off the possibility of dialogue with the White House?  

 

True, a call like this doesn’t usually allow for true dialogue. After a few 

introductory speeches by rabbis, typically the President would greet us, 

answer a few vetted questions, and then, within the hour, he’d be off to his 

next appointment.   

 

But it is possible that during those introductory speeches, the rabbinic 

representatives could have raised a few polite but pointed questions for the 

president.  That had happened in the past.  Perhaps it would have happened 

this time.   

 

Not pursuing a call made it impossible to have the opportunity to raise any  

issues with the President.  

 

On the other hand, we know perfectly well that this call is not actually an 

opportunity to speak to the President.  Except for those initial speakers, all of 

us on the other end of the line would literally and figuratively have been 

muted.  It would have given the President the right to say anything he wanted, 

and we would have been powerless to respond. Moreover, he could later claim 

that hundreds of rabbis had listened to him and approved his message!!! 

 

During the days following the announcement, I read dozens of pieces by 

rabbis and other Jewish thinkers and advocates, for and against the decision.   

 



3 

So, what do you think?  Should American Reform, Conservative, and 

Reconstructionist rabbis have pursued a pre-High Holiday call with the 

President of the United States?  Is the answer different this year? If so, why? 

If not, why not? Feel free to discuss this over lunch  -- but leave room for 

dessert. 

 

Incidentally, just the other day, the White House did call three groups of 

Orthodox rabbis.  The call lasted less than ten minutes.  There was no 

opportunity for questions. The transcript of the call is available on-line. 

 

* * * * * 

 

The dilemma that the rabbinical organizations faced highlights something 

fascinating:  We rabbis felt entitled to this call.  It’s amazing:  we have come 

to take this kind of connection, this kind of access, for granted. 

 

Believe me:  my rabbinical colleagues in Poland in 1928 didn’t get a call from 

Josef Pilsudski, the ruler of Poland.  A hundred years or so ago, the Czar wasn’t 

calling all the rabbis in Russia to convey his High Holiday wishes to his Jewish 

subjects.   

 

Throughout history, we Jews have lived as a minority with little to no rights. 

We lived at the sufferance of the ruling powers wherever we happened to live.  

 

It’s only been in the last 200 years or so that we’ve been living in countries, 

most notably the United States of America, in which we actually have equal 

rights with others, guaranteed by law.   

 

By the way, we haven’t always had them, even here in the US.  Here’s an 

interesting quiz question: When were Jews granted the right to vote, and the 

right to hold public office in this country? I can tell you this:  It doesn’t go 

back to 1776.  It took over a century for Jews to achieve civil rights in 

this country.  (Please note that I am referring in this paragraph to Jewish 

men.  Jewish women did not acquire the right to vote until the passing of the 
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19th Amendment to the U.S. constitution in 1920).  In Massachusetts, Jews got 

the right to vote in 1833, which was a great achievement, especially 

considering that there was no Jewish community here then! Jews got the right 

to vote in Maryland in 1835, and in Rhode Island, in 1842.  But how about 

New Hampshire?  It wasn’t until 1877, 12 years after the end of the Civil War, 

that Jews achieved civil rights in New Hampshire.  

 

For most of Jewish history, we Jews dealt with ruling authorities through 

shtadlanim, or intercessors, who lobbied on our behalf with the ruling powers.  

We were deferential to the ruling powers, and we sought to curry favor with 

them, because we knew that those rulers could turn against us. After all, that’s 

what happened in the Book of Esther, remember?   

 

In general, we Jews didn’t have such good luck with the non-Jewish rulers 

under whom we lived: Think about it: Pharaoh, Ahashueirush, Antiochus, 

Vespasian, Titus, Hadrian, …. Moving to the Middle Ages, there was King 

Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain, who expelled us, and, in the more 

modern period, Stalin, Hitler, and Mussolini.  The dreary list goes on and on. 

 

It’s really only been in America and a few European countries during the last 

century or so that we have become full citizens, part of a broader body politic.   

 

Given that, you wouldn’t think that the Jewish tradition, which evolved long 

before the modern period, would have what to teach us about our civic duties 

in a free country.  But it does.    

 

In Genesis 18, just a few chapters before the passage we read today, God, after 

learning about the wickedness in the city of Sodom, decides that the people 

there are irredeemable.  They must be destroyed. But before doing so, God 

stops to inform Abraham.  Why is that?  Well, God says: 

 

 17 ...“Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do? … 19 For I have 

chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to 

keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, ט פָּ ה ּוִמשְׁ קָּ דָּ  (.ַלֲעׂשֹות צְׁ
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There’s a question lurking here:  If Abraham’s job is to teach his household to 

do what is right and just, what do the people of Sodom have to do with that?  

The text is making a point:  only by being engaged in what is going on with 

others … in the neighborhood, in the community, in the wider world, can one 

begin to fulfil one’s duty as a Jew to do what is right and just. 

 

So when Abraham hears the news, what does he go ahead and do?  He 

protests!  He says to God: 

 

25 Far be it from You to do such a thing—to kill the righteous with the wicked, 

treating the righteous and the wicked alike. Far be it from You! Will not the 

Judge of all the earth do right?” 

 

Only by going ahead and saying, indeed, doing something about injustice, is 

Abraham living up to his duty.   

 

This story teaches us that if we want to be good Jews, we have to learn about 

and care about and do something about everybody else in the neighborhood. 

 

How big is the neighborhood? 

 

The Talmud takes up this issue as well.  The Talmud lays it out in legal terms.   

 

There’s a passage in the Talmud, in tractate Shabbat (page 54b), in the context 

of the laws of Shabbat, which says that we are responsible for one another, 

and so if someone behaves improperly, and we see it, and we have the 

opportunity to say something about it, we should.   

 

Here’s how the Talmud puts it: 

 

 כל מי שאפשר למחות לאנשי ביתו ולא מיחה, נתפס על אנשי ביתו 
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Anyone who has the opportunity to protest the behavior of the 

members of his household and does not protest, he himself is held 

responsible for the behavior of his household.    

Now, you might think that this would apply only within the family, and it 

would apply only with respect to the laws of Shabbat.  For example, if you see 

someone in your household lighting a fire on Shabbat, you should say 

something.  If someone is writing, or spending money in your home on 

Shabbat, you should remind them that it is Shabbat.   

 

But in fact, the duty goes well beyond that.    

 

 באנשי עירו, נתפס על אנשי עירו 

 בכל העולם כולו, נתפס על כל העולם כולו

 

If a person is in a position to protest the behavior of the people of 

his or her town, and fails to do so, he or she is held responsible for 

the behavior of the people of the town.  

If a person is in a position to protest the behavior of the entire 

world, and fails to do so, then he or she is held responsible for the 

behavior of the entire world. 

(Shabbat 54b, accessible via Sefaria; based on the translation and expatiation 

by Adin Steinsaltz) 

 

Think about that:  We start with our own family, and before you know it, the 

text goes on and on, extending itself further and further, well beyond the 

boundaries of the Jewish people, to include the entire world.   

 

This text is teaching us that we have the responsibility to speak up, and to say 

what we think is right, no matter who is potentially affected by the behavior. 

And we’re obviously not just talking about Jewish religious obligations. It’s 

our duty to strive to see our ethical values as well played out well beyond our 

homes, well beyond our social circles.     
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Many of us do that as individuals. But this text is going further than that.  It’s 

saying that we have the duty to do so as Jews.  As Jewish individuals.  

 

For example, if we believe that certain governmental policies are contrary to 

our Jewish understanding of our responsibility as human beings toward the 

environment, because to us they appear to threaten the environment, then we 

have a duty -- a religious duty, a Jewish duty -- “to pursue the right and the 

just,” by protesting as effectively as we can; 

 

Or, if we have concerns that certain government policies toward immigrants 

are harsh or cruel, and are therefore contrary to what our tradition teaches us 

is the proper way to relate to immigrants, then we have a duty -- a religious 

duty, a Jewish duty -- “to pursue the right and the just,” by protesting as 

effectively as we can. 

 

We can engage in such protest as individuals, or, better yet, we can join 

together with others, working with one or another of the Jewish organizations 

that engage in this kind of work, such as JCRC , AJC or AJWS.  It is a kiddush ha-

shem, a sanctification of God’s name, to get involved as Jews, so that others can 

understand the moral and religious basis for our actions.  

 

Now, we may not all agree which issues are worthy of such protest.  But one 

thing is clear:  As Jews, we cannot content ourselves with remaining on the 

sidelines.  We must not be complacent or lazy. We must be willing to stand up, 

to speak up and to act. 

 

Something good has happened in our country during the past six months.  

People are much more aware, I think, than ever before, of the importance of 

our participation in the political process, and our responsibilities as citizens.  

One person I know has begun doing things every week or so to support 

organizations whose goals she shares, and she maintains a spreadsheet to 

keep track of it. Every so often she shows up outside of Fanieul Hall after a 

swearing-in ceremony of new immigrants to help them register to vote.  
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Imagine:  an immigrant takes the oath, swears allegiance to the United States, 

and within a few minutes is signed up to vote in the next election.  It is, 

understandably, very moving. Another person has begun going to protests for 

the first time in her life and is considering running for office.  These are good 

outcomes.      

 

Now, some might say that it’s problematic for Jews to be caring so much about 

others.  That we should focus on explicitly Jewish concerns.  “We’re too 

visible,” you might hear.  “Anti-Semitism is too much of a danger.”  

 

Well, yes, anti-Semitism is real – if we didn’t know that in July, we discovered 

it in August -- and yes, we take a risk whenever we stick our necks out.  But I 

do think that the texts that I’ve shared, and others as well,  make the case for 

getting involved locally, regionally, nationally and even internationally.  This is 

not a matter of self-interest, of Jews looking out for our own welfare, the 

importance of which I’m not minimizing. It’s a matter of human interest -- that 

our tradition defines as a Jewish concern. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Smack in the middle of the mahzor is a paragraph that is not about the Jewish 

people at all. It’s the first u’v’chen paragraph.  It’s about our hopes for all of 

humanity on Rosh Hashanah.  We’re hoping that  everyone -- not just Jews, 

but everyone -- will come to realize the importance of doing the right thing -- 

doing God’s will -- humbly, reverently, and whole-heartedly, and will do so not 

separately but in unison.  “V’ye’asu khulam agudah achat” -- “May all of them -

- that is, all of us -- form one unified chain,” pursuing justice and 

righteousness.   

 

* * * * * 

 

A few weeks ago, I was strolling through the town of Stockbridge in the 

Berkshires. There is a lovely, short stretch of the town’s Main Street that I 

love.  Thanks to Norman Rockwell, it is known to millions.  For Norman 
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Rockwell worked for ten years on a painting -- a wide, horizontal painting -- of 

that street, entitled, “Main Street, Stockbridge, at Christmas.”   

 

 
 

You get such a homey feeling looking at that painting!  With its wreaths and 

garlands, its candles and pine branches, with the warm, yellow light streaming 

out of the buildings on that block, the painting is a perfect evocation of the 

spirit of Christmas in America.  Looking at that print, you get a sense that all’s 

right with the world, that all you need to do is to come home for the holidays 

to feel that way.   

 

So there I was, walking down that block depicted in that famous painting by 

Norman Rockwell, when all of a sudden, I noticed, in one of the shop windows 

-- one of the windows that you can see in that painting -- a photograph, a large, 

black-and-white photograph of a young Elie Wiesel, who died just over a year 

ago. My guess is that that photograph was put up on or around his first 

yahrzeit, which fell this year on June 20th. 

 

Just below that photograph is a quotation from the address that Elie Wiesel 

delivered upon receiving the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1986.  It reads, “There 

may be times when we are powerless to prevent injustice, but there 

must never be a time when we fail to protest.”  
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* * * * * 

 

I looked at that photograph, and re-read that quotation, and I didn’t know 

what to say.  On the one hand, it seemed like the strangest juxtaposition:  A 

picture of Elie Wiesel on the most Christmassy street in America????   

 

And yet, on the other hand, I thought:  What could be more right than to see a 

picture of Elie Wiesel, perfectly at home in that window, sharing his Nobel 

Peace Prize message with Stockbridge, with America and with the world? 

 

As I hope we have come to understand, Elie Wiesel’s message is our message:   

as Jews, as Americans, and as citizens of this great and wonderful world. 

 

Shanah Tovah!  
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Rabbis Forgo Annual High Holy Days Call with President 
Wednesday, August 23, 2017 

 

The High Holy Days are an opportunity for reflection and introspection. As the leaders of major 

denominations in American Jewish life, we have been deeply engaged in both, considering the 

events of the Jewish year that is ending and preparing spiritually for the year to come. 

In so doing, we have thoughtfully and prayerfully considered whether to continue the practice in 

recent years of playing key roles in organizing a conference call for the President of the United 

States to bring High Holy Day greetings to American rabbis. We have concluded that President 

Trump’s statements during and after the tragic events in Charlottesville are so lacking in moral 

leadership and empathy for the victims of racial and religious hatred that we cannot organize 

such a call this year. 

 

The President’s words have given succor to those who advocate anti-Semitism, racism, and 

xenophobia. Responsibility for the violence that occurred in Charlottesville, including the death 

of Heather Heyer, does not lie with many sides but with one side: the Nazis, alt-right and white 

supremacists who brought their hate to a peaceful community. They must be roundly 

condemned at all levels. 

 

The High Holy Days are a season of t’shuvah for us all, an opportunity for each of us to examine 

our own words and deeds through the lens of America’s ongoing struggle with racism. Our 

tradition teaches us that humanity is fallible yet also capable of change. We pray that President 

Trump will recognize and remedy the grave error he has made in abetting the voices of hatred. 

We pray that those who traffic in anti-Semitism, racism, and xenophobia will see that there is no 

place for such pernicious philosophies in a civilized society. And we pray that 5778 will be a 

year of peace for all. 

 

Central Conference of American Rabbis 

The Rabbinical Assembly 

Reconstructionist Rabbinical Association 

Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism 

 


