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As some of you know, my wife, Elana, and her two sisters grew up in Greensboro, 

North Carolina. During their childhood, they had a regular babysitter named Nora, 

who used to spend lots of time with them. Once, when Elana and her sisters were 

little, the family took a trip, and Nora came along with them, in order to take care 

of the girls. After a couple of hours of driving, the family stopped someplace to get 

lunch, and they all got out of the car to go into the restaurant. All of them, that is, 

except for Nora. Nora didn’t get out of the car, because there was no reason to do 

so. For Nora couldn’t go into that restaurant. There was one simple reason for this: 

Nora was a black woman. Because Nora was black, she couldn’t eat in that 

restaurant with the rest of the family. Elana remembers her father saying to Nora, 

“One day, this will change.” 

My wife has other memories of growing up in the South: white-only water 

fountains, white-only hotels, white-only schools and white-only movie theatres—

no, make that segregated theatres: blacks were permitted to attend, but they had to 

enter by way of a rear entrance and go up and sit in the balcony. The local African-

Americans, the descendants of the slaves who had once worked the plantations in 

the area, literally lived on the other side—the wrong side—of the railroad tracks in 

a shanty-town-like community. My father in-law occasionally travelled to small 

towns in North Carolina for pastoral purposes. More than once, he would find 

himself driving past a field with a burning cross in the middle, filled with men 

wearing sheets and masks. These were rallies of the Ku Klux Klan, which I think it 

would be fair to describe as a domestic terrorist organization that mainly targeted 

blacks, but also Catholics, Jews and immigrants. 

Those days are gone, as much as the days when slaves worked the plantations are 

gone. They’re gone because, in fits and starts, over two and half centuries, this 

nation—if we can personify the nation in this way—gradually come to recognize 

that enslavement, persecution, or even discrimination that is based on race, 

religion, or ethnicity is evil. The Declaration of Independence, written in 1776, had 

declared that “all men are created equal.”—but that statement, as it was then 
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understood, obviously hadn’t included black men. (It also, obviously, hadn’t 

included women.) In the enumeration clause of the U.S. constitution, ratified in 

1787, we’re told how each state’s population is to be calculated so as to determine 

their representation in Congress. We’re told that certain people—namely, slaves—

were to be counted as equal to 3/5 of other people. That’s a pretty explicit 

confirmation that enslaved blacks were not deemed to be equal to whites. 

And yet, the moral meaning of that phrase, “all men are created equal,” was far 

greater than its literal understanding at the time would imply. The 13th, 14th, and 

15th amendments to the Constitution, passed in the wake of the Civil War, 

outlawed slavery, granted equal protection to blacks as well as whites, and stated 

explicitly that race could not legally bar a person from voting. Yet, just about a 

hundred years later, a black babysitter still couldn’t come into a restaurant with a 

white family, much less register to vote. It wasn’t until the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and other civil rights laws were passed, 

that restaurants, hotels, public transportation and schools could no longer legally be 

segregated. It wasn’t until then that blacks throughout this country could no longer 

legally be denied the right to vote. In the wake of those laws, blacks gained stature. 

The Ku Klux Klan became a shadow of its former self, and other white 

supremacist organizations became marginalized. Blacks became mayors and 

congressmen and judges. 

As late as one week ago it was still unclear whether America was prepared to take 

the next step, but it did. An African-American—a man with black skin, whose wife 

has black skin, whose children have black skin—was elected president of the 

United States. Now, it’s true that Barack Obama is not descended from slaves. In 

fact, as it’s been said, any connection he may have with the African slave trade 

would be through his white mother! But still…: America’s problem with men and 

women of color hasn’t had to do only with its history of slavery. It has had to do 

with the longstanding assumption of white Anglo-Saxon hegemony and a strong 

condemnation of inter-racial mixing. As I discussed late last spring, anti-

miscegenation laws—laws prohibiting marriages between people of different 

races—existed in this country from the 1600s and remained on the books well into 

the twenty first century. At the time that Barack Obama’s parents married, such a 

marriage was not legal in approximately half of the states in the U.S. The last of 

the miscegenation laws were rendered unenforceable by a unanimous opinion 

written by Chief Justice Earl Warren of the Supreme Court in Loving v Virginia, in 

1967—yet it wasn’t until the year 2000 that the very last state formally abolished 

its anti-miscegenation law. (That was Alabama.) 
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There’s something amazing about the evolution of law and social norms. It’s like 

what Kant would describe as a synthetic a priori: before something new happens, it 

seems impossible; once it happens, it seems obvious! 

There were many tears shed on Tuesday night. Tears of disbelief. Tears of joy. 

Remember that line in Psalms? Hazor’im b’dimah b’rinah yiktsoru—“Those who 

sowed with tears will reap with joy”? Well, even when you reap with joy, you 

sometimes shed tears as well, remembering the way things used to be. 

On the other hand, if you speak to young people today, for whom these stories of 

segregated restaurants in the United States seem delusional, it’s obvious that skin 

color or ethnicity or national origin should be entirely irrelevant in making a 

political choice. I can’t blame them. After all, just go to Youtube and type in 

“black presidents”: we’ve been exposed to black presidents in movies for decades, 

and on television most recently in the hit series 24! Many of our kids, who’ve been 

raised to believe in equal opportunity and who personally have been spared 

persecution and discrimination, can take for granted what many of us feel 

privileged to witness. We should be grateful for that. 

How should we, as people who are committed to a religious tradition, feel about 

this election? On the one hand, we should be proud. The ideals that led to this 

remarkable result ultimately can be traced to religion. At its best, religion reminds 

all of us of what we should be striving for. If we open the Bible, we’re told in the 

very first chapter that humankind was created in the image of God. That implies 

that all human beings, whatever their appearance, are reflections of the divine and 

should be treated accordingly. The Midrash makes that explicit by telling us that 

the soil that God used to create the first person was gathered from all over the 

world. And Abraham, to whom we’re introduced in this week’s parashah, was 

chosen by God to do what? To stand up for justice and equity. (“tsedakah 

u’mishpat,” Genesis 18:19) And for whom? Not just those who look like him, but, 

as we’ll learn in next week’s parashah, the men and women of Sodom and 

Gomorrah. 

There is no question that Judaism, at its core and at its best, is a religious tradition 

that urges us to pursue, to quote the concluding words of the pledge of allegiance, 

“liberty and justice for all.” And there’s no question at all that, whatever our 

political perspectives, we should applaud the openness of our society that has 

allowed to be elected a man whose skin color would have disqualified him years 

ago. 
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And yet, and yet—religion at its worst, stands for the exact opposite of that. 

Religion—and we all know this—can be parochial and divisive and oppressive. As 

many inquisitors have been inspired by religion as have progressives or 

revolutionaries. Religion can be used to oppress people, just as it can be used to 

uplift them. Religion can stifle or muzzle free thinking. Were it not for the 

willingness of the Founding Fathers to create a nation free from loyalty toward any 

particular religion, we would certainly not have come to this moment in our 

history, because established churches, established denominations have a way of 

claiming exclusive legitimacy. 

Religion—bad religion, that is—stands behind much of the evil in the world. And 

we shouldn’t just be pointing the finger at others: even within Judaism we can find 

tendencies that are inconsistent with the expansive ones I mentioned before. In the 

writings of Yehudah ha-Levi, for example, there are passages which support the 

separation of the races. [And there are certainly parochial Jewish religious thinkers, 

even today.] 

And so, we must be vigilant. On the one hand, we can and should be proud. On the 

other hand, we should not assume that just because a black man has been elected 

president of the United States, the struggle to promote equality in this country and 

around the world, the struggle to afford dignity and equality to every human being, 

whatever his or her background, national origin, gender or sexual orientation, has 

been achieved. 

We also shouldn’t assume, therefore, that we don’t need to continue to promote our 

values. Equality of opportunity and the dignity of all human beings are religious 

principles that we can’t take for granted. We have to continue to promote the 

values that we would like to bestow upon our children—and to argue against those, 

whoever they are and wherever they speak, who would corrode our community, 

our nation and our world. 

 


