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First, many thanks to Janet Besser, Rachel Weinstock, our Social Action 

Committee, and our presenters, Gerry Rovner, Jessica Cirone, and Michael and 

Diane Gardener, for planning and taking part in this evening’s program.  

 

What do we see when we look into the face of a refugee?   

 

I hope we say to ourselves, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.”   

 

We should.  

 

We should for two reasons.  

 

First, we were refugees.  Our parents were refugees.  Our grandparents were 

refugees.  If there’s any nation who should appreciate the price of restrictions on 

admitting refugees, it is the Jewish people.  It’s us.  When the doors closed in 

1917, the fates of millions of Jews in Germany, Austria, Poland, Russia, Lithuania, 

Ukraine and elsewhere were sealed.  For many Jews who would have wanted to 

flee to America when, less than 15 years later, Hitler rose to power in Germany, 

were unable to do so, and eventually perished.  It’s not clear how many Jews 

would have been saved by less restrictive immigration policies here in the US in 

the 20s and 30s, but it was not an insignificant number.   

 

But even if not one Jewish refugee had ever been excluded from the US, even if 

not one Jewish refugee had ever perished because he or she was unable to enter the 

US, we would still be called upon to see ourselves when we look upon refugees for 

the simple reason that we are all descended from refugees who flooded into Egypt 

many years ago, and who were discriminated against and persecuted there for 400 

years.   
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Our sacred texts implore us to recall, frequently, that we were “strangers in the 

land of Egypt.” That Hebrew word that is translated as “stranger” (ger) should 

probably better be translated not as “stranger” but as “migrant” or “immigrant.”  

We were migrants who immigrated to Egypt fleeing famine.  And we were 

therefore persecuted.  And even though -- or maybe because -- we were freed from 

that terrible state, we must never forget it.  Not only must we never forget it, but 

we are duty bound to act in three specific ways with respect to our fellow 

refugees.  (In this regard, I am narrowing my focus from immigrants in general to 

refugees in particular.)  

 

First, we must refrain from oppressing them, from victimizing them. It’s tough, 

for it’s easy to oppress a refugee.  The risks are low.  They have few rights.  

They’re strangers.  Yet we mustn’t do that.  We mustn’t exploit their weakness.   

 

Second, we must affirmatively help them.  We must leave for them the corners of 

our fields, our gleanings, our forgotten sheaves.  We have to provide for them.  

 

Third, and perhaps hardest of all, we must befriend them.  We must even, as the 

text puts it explicitly, love them.  

 

Now, the response to this unbelievably blatantly one-sided stance might be: Yes, 

but aren’t refugees potentially dangerous?  Mightn’t allowing them into the 

country pose a risk? 

 

That’s a serious concern that must not be casually dismissed, and must be 

addressed head on.  It’s essential that refugees be properly vetted.  It would be 

wrong to admit refugees into this country who might be committed to harming us, 

as Americans or as Jews.  

 

Another objection to this broad understanding of our duty to care for refugees is 

well, “How? Must we care for refugees collectively? Individually? How?” 

 

Again, this is a serious concern that must not be cavalierly dismissed.  Not every 

shul can adopt a refugee family.  Not every shul should adopt a refugee family.  In 
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prioritizing how we as a community should make use of our resources, both human 

and otherwise, we might ask ourselves, what is the best way we can fulfill our 

mission?  Are there other unmet needs we’re ignoring by devoting our energy in 

this direction?  Could we help more effectively in other ways? These are serious 

questions we can and must ask ourselves.  We shouldn’t embark on a plan to help a 

refugee family as a community just to help us feel good.  We should do so only if it 

makes sense to do so, only if it benefits them. Are there Americans who have long 

been living in our own community who could benefit from our efforts? It may be 

less gratifying to us to help them, but it could be more significant to them and to 

our community.   

 

I hope I’ve made one thing perfectly clear: We shouldn’t recoil from our duty to 

help refugees just because they’re different from us.  We shouldn’t refrain from 

doing our duty because they don’t look like us or talk like us.   

 

There is no better way for me to make that point than to read a statement by Rabbi 

Jonathan Sacks, the former Chief Rabbi of Great Britain: 

 

“I used to think that the most important line in the Bible was “Love 

your neighbor as yourself.”  Then I realized that it is easy to love your 

neighbor because he or she is usually quite like yourself.  What is hard is to 

love the stranger, one whose color, culture or creed is different from yours.  

That is why the command, “Love the stranger because you were once 

strangers,” resonates so often throughout the Bible.  It is summoning us 

now.” 

 

Thank you very much and good evening! 


