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This is a mezuzah. I’m sure we’ve all seen one. The word “mezuzah” means 

“doorpost,” and that is where this is placed. It contains a scroll on which is written 

two passages from the Bible, part of what we call the Shema. In those passages, 

we’re told to write words of Torah on the doorposts of our homes and upon our 

gates. The mezuzah is a literal, tangible fulfillment of that mitzvah, that Jewish 

religious obligation. 

The mezuzah is also a symbol of Jewish identity. Like the Israelite doorposts of 

ancient Egypt, which the Israelites were told to mark to distinguish them from 

those of their neighbors, mezuzot have always been understood to distinguish 

Jewish homes from gentile ones. The word “Shaddai” which often appears on a 

mezuzah came to be understood to be an acronym for “Shomer Daltot Yisrael,” the 

“Guardian of Jewish Doorways”—implying that we live in vulnerable Jewish 

houses in a dangerous, non-Jewish world. 

Over time, it became the practice for some to wear miniature representations of 

mezuzot around their necks. Probably some of us here are wearing these. They’re 

like “Chai” pendants, or “Jewish star” pendants that, similarly, are tokens of 

Jewish identity. Usually, at least. 

Here’s a quiz: There are 100 senators in the United States Senate. 13 of them are 

Jewish. Which one wears a mezuzah? Is it Charles Schumer? After all, he’s from 

New York. Is it Barbara Boxer? Is it Joe Lieberman? He’s Jewish, right? I don’t 

know. It’s possible that they wear mezuzot. But the one Senator who I know for a 

fact wears a mezuzah around his neck is the senior senator from Utah, Republican 

Senator Orrin Hatch. 

If you want proof, just go to Youtube. You can see a short video of Senator Hatch 

opening up his white, starched shirt, and taking out his mezuzah, the one he wears 

around his neck, for all to see. 

http://www.youtube.com/v/TTIj-0-KFR0&hl=en&start=64&fmt=22&fs=1&autoplay=1%22%3E%3C/param%3E%3Cembed%20src=%22http:/www.youtube.com/v/TTIj-0-KFR0&hl=en&start=64&fmt=22&fs=1&autoplay=1
http://www.youtube.com/v/TTIj-0-KFR0&hl=en&start=64&fmt=22&fs=1&autoplay=1%22%3E%3C/param%3E%3Cembed%20src=%22http:/www.youtube.com/v/TTIj-0-KFR0&hl=en&start=64&fmt=22&fs=1&autoplay=1
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Here’s another item that represents Jewish identification: the tallit. What could be 

more Jewish than that? 

This tallit has four fringes at the corners. We are told in the Bible why we are to 

wear these: “l’ma’an tizk’ru,” so that when we look upon them, we will remember 

our obligation to fulfill the mitzvot and commit ourselves to observe them. At its 

core, wearing a tallit is a mitzvah, a Jewish religious obligation, designed to keep 

us far from sin. There’s a fascinating, somewhat risqué, story in the Talmud about 

an observant Jewish man who travelled far and wide to pursue a woman with 

whom he was infatuated. As he was about to succumb to the temptation of her 

beauty, the sight of the fringes of his tallit—which of course he was wearing—

brought him to his senses (See B. Menachot 44a). 

It’s also true that the tallit is a distinctly Jewish article of clothing. Someone might 

wear it as a way of demonstrating his or her identity as a member of the Jewish 

people. 

This has been known for quite some time. About a hundred and twenty years ago, 

Zionist leaders were arguing over what should be the symbol for the Zionist 

movement. The story goes that at a particularly heated meeting, the prominent 

Zionist leader David Wolffsohn pulled out his tallit from its bag and said, “This 

should be our national flag.” What he was saying is that the tallit already was a 

symbol of national identification, and should remain one. And thus was born what 

became the Zionist, and eventually the Israeli, flag: white with blue stripes, 

designed explicitly to mimic the appearance of a traditional tallit. 

So the tallit, you could say, is our Jewish flag. But that’s not all it is. 

As many of you know, I co-led a tour in Israel last summer with a group of mostly 

Protestant clergy from the Boston area. It was a very busy trip, but one day we 

finally had a chance to shop. As I walked around the street seeing our various 

participants in different shops, I saw one member of our group, a minister from 

Roxbury, buying a tallit. It wasn’t for a Jewish friend. In fact, it wasn’t for anyone 

else. He was buying it for himself. 

He didn’t get that tallit to remind himself to observe the mitzvot, or to identify as a 

Jew. He bought it because he feels a deep affinity to the Jewish roots of his faith. 

So, isn’t that interesting: Senator Hatch is wearing a mezuzah; my minister friend 

is wearing a tallit. What does that mean for us? 

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/isflag.html
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Jewish objects like these have always been sociological and religious markers, 

distinguishing Jews from non-Jews, ways of reminding ourselves who we were—

and who others weren’t. 

We live in a very different world today. Ritual objects like the mezuzah and the 

tallit are certainly understood to have Jewish significance, but to some they also 

have universal appeal. In this new world, these familiar objects no longer always 

represent how we are different from others. On the contrary, they may point to 

aspects of Jewish life that others may find appealing. 

Speaking of tallitot, a tallit appeared in what has turned out to be the iconic Jewish 

photograph of the year. It’s a photograph taken at a wedding that took place this 

past summer. 

This was not just any wedding. It was the wedding of Chelsea Clinton, the 

daughter of our secretary of state and our former president, and her groom, Marc 

Mezvinsky. This wedding was a big deal. 

The photo I’m thinking of, like many typical 

wedding photos, showed the bride and the 

groom holding hands, each with loving 

smiles on their faces. But what made this 

photograph so interesting to so many Jews, 

the reason so many Jews were talking about 

this photograph, is that the bride and the 

groom are standing under what looks to be a 

huppah; the groom is wearing a kippah on 

his head; there is a ketubbah off to the side; 

and the groom is wearing a tallit. Any one 

of those practices would have caught our 

attention. The combination is fairly striking. 

Now, it’s common to see most of these practices observed at weddings of two 

Jews. (I say “most”—and not all—because it is actually not common here in 

America for the groom to wear a tallit.) 

But this was not a marriage of two Jews. Marc Mezvinsky is Jewish, but Chelsea 

Clinton is not. 

What does this photo signify—not for this particular couple and their families—but 

for us, for Jews in America today? 

http://www.cbsnews.com/i/tim/2010/07/31/Clinton_Mezvinsky_Wedding_2.jpg
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On the one hand, many of us felt a certain sense of pride. After all, think about it: 

The mother of the bride, Hillary Clinton, grew up in an exclusive neighborhood in 

Chicago in which, apparently, Jews could not own property. And her parents 

weren’t particularly embracing of those of other religious faiths. And yet there 

Hillary was, at her daughter’s wedding, her arm around her new Jewish son-in-law, 

beaming! 

So the photo can be seen as evidence that we Jews have made it. We’re now not 

only accepted into the finest schools, and the most prestigious country clubs; not 

only can we pursue every profession we wish; but we can marry into any family 

we wish—even the family of a former—and maybe even a future—president of the 

United States. Within the general population, Jewish men and women are now 

considered desirable marital partners—so much so that there was a bit of a scandal 

a few years ago, when it was revealed that quite a few non-Jewish women, and 

some men, list themselves on J-Date, the on-line Jewish dating service. 

That photo—depicting not only a Jewish groom, but one dressed in traditional 

Jewish garb—also suggests that not only have we Jews made it, but we have made 

it without needing to check our religious identity at the door. That’s a powerful 

message for all of us. 

Once upon a time, Jews would have been embarrassed to have such a public 

display of Jewish religious objects. One thinks back to the movie Annie Hall in 

which Woody Allen’s character, while visiting the very “waspish” family of his 

girlfriend imagines that he’s wearing traditional Jewish garb—which causes him 

acute embarrassment. 

I don’t know exactly why Marc Mezvinsky wore a tallit at his wedding; but one 

thing I do know: he wasn’t ashamed to do it. If the photo signifies a trend, we Jews 

can now be as open about our Jewish identity as we would like, no matter whom 

we’re studying or working or living with, no matter whose family we’re marrying 

into. 

On the other hand, this very acceptance within the broader society that our now 

famous photo demonstrates is a source of concern as well to many who care about 

Jewish continuity. It raises a question which would have been absurd even fifty 

years ago: In Professor Jonathan Sarna’s words, is the Jewish people in danger of 

being “loved to death” in this country? (The New York Times, 12/05/2004) Will the 

acceptance of and respect for people and things Jewish lead to the disappearance of 

the Jewish people in America? 

http://www.boston.com/news/nation/articles/2007/10/21/from_conservative_roots_sprang_a_call_for_change/
http://www.boston.com/news/nation/articles/2007/10/21/from_conservative_roots_sprang_a_call_for_change/
http://www.nytimes.com/2001/10/14/magazine/the-way-we-live-now-10-14-01-the-ethicist-group-dating.html
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The Jews used to be, to quote the Bible, “a people that dwells alone, not reckoned 

among the nations.” (Numbers 23:9) This was a status that aided our survival as a 

distinct people. Can a group that doesn’t dwell alone, that dwells in the midst of a 

tolerant, embracing nation: can such a group remain a distinct people? Can it 

survive in America? 

We Jews constitute a tiny minority in our society. Should our numbers decline too 

much, we will be in trouble, for without a critical mass, the well-being of the 

Jewish community and the vitality of Jewish life in America will be threatened. 

And decline is possible. Data is hard to come by and not easy to interpret, but it 

looks as though, nationally, at least a third of the children born to American Jews 

are today being raised with a religious identity different from that of Judaism. 

That’s a huge number of children who could be—but aren’t being—raised as Jews. 

Once, the Jewish slogan, “zis shver tsu zein a Yid,”—“It’s tough to be a Jew,” 

meant that we worried about pogroms and other attempts to destroy us. Now, it 

refers to the challenge of living a Jewish life, raising Jewish kids and transmitting 

Jewish culture in this very open and hospitable society in which we live. In 

America today, it may not be as existentially hard to be a Jew as it once was in 

places where Jews were persecuted, but nonetheless it isn’t easy to maintain a 

Jewish identity and to raise a Jewish family—precisely because ours is such an 

open society. 

The photograph that we’ve been discussing depicts an intermarriage; nonetheless, 

these issues are equally relevant to all of us. Whether we live in an inter-married or 

an in-married household, if we want to raise Jewish children, we have to ask the 

same questions: How am I going to maintain a Jewish home? How am I going to 

teach my children what it means to me to be a Jew and what I hope it will mean to 

them to be Jews? 

And it would be helpful to have answers when they ask, “Why is it important to be 

a Jew?” “Why is it important to be a part of the Jewish People?” and, “Why should 

I care about the Jewish future?” 

Now, though the questions may be the same, there are unique challenges in raising 

Jewish children in an interfaith household. And that’s why we want to be as helpful 

and responsive as possible, and to provide assistance and resources to interfaith 

families who want to do that. It is crucial to our congregational mission. Needless 

to say, we welcome all families, inter-married and in-married, and, for that matter, 
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single parent households as well, who wish to raise Jewish children and to be a part 

of our community. 

I don’t believe that I underestimate the challenges we face here in America. But I 

believe that the approach we should take in this new sociological reality, a reality 

in which boundaries are blurrier, a reality in which “Who is a Jew?” and “What is 

Jewish?” are harder questions to answer—the approach we should take is the same 

one we have taken all along: namely, to live a Jewish life: to immerse ourselves in 

Judaism and welcome aboard anyone who wants to come along for the ride. 

I’m reminded of a New Yorker cartoon that appeared a few years ago. God is 

giving the Torah to Moses, and the caption reads, “Have fun with it!” That is what 

we need to do: to live Judaism with joy and enthusiasm—and share that joy with 

others. 

We shouldn’t be shy about being Jewish or about practicing Judaism, in whatever 

context we find ourselves. Some of those who learn about and experience Judaism 

with us may want to share not only our practices but also our faith and our fate: 

they may even want to become Jewish themselves. Now, Judaism is not for 

everyone, and we’re not talking about proselytizing. On the other hand, we 

shouldn’t be bashful about welcoming those who may wish to join us in helping to 

shape the Jewish future. 

But of course the only way to welcome others into your home is to know where 

you live. We have to be at home in Judaism ourselves. We have to: (1) learn what 

it means to be a Jew. To be a Jew is to study, and study we must: Jewish texts as 

well as Jewish history, philosophy and literature; (2) we have to “do Jewish”—as 

Richard Joel once put it: to immerse ourselves in Jewish behaviors such as prayer 

and proper eating and proper speaking—so that Jewish behaviors aren’t “what 

Jews used to do” or “what other Jews do” but “what we do”; and (3) then we can 

share that learning, that doing, that enthusiasm with others. 

A family in our community recently moved into a new home, and I had the 

privilege of joining them to put up a mezuzah on their front door. I do a lot of 

joyful things as a rabbi, but I really enjoy joining families at such times. It can not 

only be fun—now matter how old we are—but also very fulfilling. After all, 

putting up a mezuzah is the Jewish equivalent to putting down stakes. It indicates, 

“This is a Jewish home,” it therefore evidences a willingness to self-identify as a 

Jew. I’d also like to think that having a mezuzah on one’s doorpost signifies a 

http://www.cartoonbank.com/2000/have-fun-with-it/invt/119982/
http://www.cartoonbank.com/2000/have-fun-with-it/invt/119982/
http://www.cartoonbank.com/2000/have-fun-with-it/invt/119982/
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willingness, a commitment, to fill the home with words of Torah—that’s where 

I’m coming from. 

I’m not worried about Judaism surviving in America—so long as there are Jews 

who put mezuzot on their doorposts. I am not worried about Judaism surviving in 

America—so long as there are Jews who know to put on a tallit when they daven 

in the morning, who in fact appreciate that reverential feeling of standing before 

God in prayer with a tallit. I’m not worried—so long as there are Jews who are 

living joyful Jewish lives and who care about Judaism and the future of the Jewish 

people. 

If there’s a reason to worry about Judaism in a free society, it is this: life is so busy 

and hectic that we don’t always take the time to stop and smell the Jewish roses, 

and embrace the natural ways our people has embodied our ideals through our way 

of life, each and every day of the year. For being a Jew isn’t just about the 

holidays, the special events; it’s about investing the ordinary moments of life and 

filling the home in which the mezuzah hangs with intentionality, kavannah; with 

kindness, hesed; with justice, tsedek; and with sanctity, kedushah. 

Yes, our world has changed. And yet, Judaism can be as compelling as it ever was. 

I hope that, in the coming year, everyone here—whether we happen to be Jewish 

or, like Senator Hatch, and my minister friends, and Chelsea Clinton, we happen 

not to be—will come better to appreciate the great beauty and depth of our 

tradition and our practices. And I hope that those of us who are Jewish will 

embrace our Jewish way of life with renewed strength, confidence and joy, and 

share our love of it with our loved ones and friends. 

Shanah Tovah! 

 


