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My life, my choice 

 

Believe it or not, some issues are black and white. Some behaviors are inherently wrong, regardless 

of whether society deems them appropriate. Conversely, there are behaviors that are absolutely 

correct, although a segment of society may find them reprehensible.  As we confront the daily 

barrage of media hype on social, moral, and political issues, it often causes us to question our own 

morality and ethical standing.  Deep down, I disagree with many of the ideas that are currently 

permeating society, yet I tread lightly out of fear of being labeled culturally insensitive, racist, or 

a bible thumping fundamentalist. Yet who should have absolute authority on deciding what values 

are acceptable? Furthermore, if my morals were deemed appropriate yesterday, why are they 

intolerable today? 

Had the Torah been written in 2018 I could assure you there would be mass protests in the street. 

The Torah advocates capital as well as collective punishment. It accepts the premise of territorial 

conquest and is remiss about the impact of collateral damage. It may not openly advocate slavery 

but certainly approves of the concept. In its most literal form, it is homophobic and pro-life. It is 

blatantly sexist and advocates the annihilation of the nation of Amalek. It doesn’t sanction same 

sex marriages nor does it permit gender fluidity. Freedom of religion is anathema and although 

residents of ancient Israel didn’t have to be Jewish, they were obligated to adhere to seven 

Noachide laws. So who is right and who is wrong? 

A friend of mine recently sent me an interesting article on the virtue of democracy. The founding 

father of Greek philosophy, Socrates, is portrayed in the dialogues of Plato, as hugely pessimistic 

about the whole business of democracy.  He writes “if you are heading out on a journey by sea 

who would you want in charge of the vessel? Just anyone, or people educated in the rules and 

demands of seafaring?  The latter of course, says Adeimantus, so why then, responds Socrates, do 

we keep thinking that any person should be fit to judge who should be a ruler of a country.” His 

point is, that voting in election is a skill, not a random intuition. Eventually Socrates was put on 

trial for corrupting the youth of Athens. A jury of five hundred Athenians decided by a narrow 

vote to condemn him to death. It obviously was not a jury of his peers as a man of his intellect had 

no peers.  



Similarly, a cursory overview of select verses without the knowledge of how they are meant to be 

interpreted, analyzed or comprehended is a disservice to God and offers little or no academic merit. 

This week we read of the splitting of the sea and destruction of the Egyptians. In as much as God 

dealt harshly with the Pharaoh and the Egyptians, was He without justification; were they without 

fault? Did they not imprison and oppress millions of people for decades? Yet even in his harshest 

judgment, he gives them the ability to repent and change. They choose not to, but God still 

commands the Jewish people that in the event that an Egyptian wants to convert to Judaism, there 

is a method for them to gain acceptance. In other words, God’s actions may be incongruent with 

the morals of our social system, but who’s to say God is wrong and society correct.  

I am always fascinated by the metaphor of Paris fashion houses. It seems they can never make up 

their mind.  As experts in design they are paid millions of dollars to dress the world in the most 

elegant and comfortable attire. Yet every year they renege on their past positions. What was most 

beautiful last year is completely wrong this year and almost a travesty to be seen in public wearing 

it. I am so confused. Are double breasted suits in vogue or perhaps this year it’s the Nehru jackets? 

Should pants be worn above the waist or below? Should skirts be 4 inches above the knee of three 

inches below? Patent leather or sneakers? Stilettos or flats? Mind you, it’s not a choice. The fashion 

police have zero tolerance for those who disobey their ever-changing rules. Yet, we the people 

blindly accept their governance and absolute authority without question.  

To those that acquiesce to the majority position on morals, fashion, and politics, I remind them 

that the majority is often the lowest common denominator. MacDonald’s has sold billions and 

billions of burgers and although I never tasted their product I am assured I am not missing out on 

much. Most of the world lives in abject poverty in third world countries. Most of the world despises 

the United States almost as much as they despise Israel and they equate you, as member of the 

Jewish faith, as less than 3/5th of a human being. So does it really makes sense to rely on the 

thoughts of the majority? 

My morals, values, and ethics are mine. I decided a long time ago that it is I who will dictate what 

I believe and how I think. I won’t subject myself to the dictates of fashion houses or kowtow to 

the opinions of those in whom I have little faith. I can respect sports stars for their physicality and 

agility on the field, but they are not my spokesperson when it comes to politics and morality. I 

enjoy Hollywood movies and empathize with those who were taken advantage of and abused, but 

I have little appreciation for their lifestyle, opinions, and moral high ground on selective issues.  I 

support the troops and believe we should stand during the national anthem out of respect for the 

service they do for our country, but I don’t look to soldiers for spiritual guidance. 

The Jews who left Egypt were incapable of discerning between good and bad. They were enslaved 

in an oppressive country without the possibility of self-awareness and a moral grounding. Their 

freedom and ultimate redemption was the first opportunity for them to grow and become self-

reliant. Judaism is not an absolute; the teachings in the Torah are often subject to opposing views. 

On almost every page of the Talmud, dissenting views are not only tolerated they are applauded. 

Our freedom is enhanced when it is no longer enslaved to the opinions of the masses.   

Was Socrates correct or incorrect? I really don’t care! What is ultimately important is that I believe 

I am correct. And that I can stand tall and proud without fear and trepidation of how others may 

perceive my personal views of morality. As Jews we are commanded daily to remember the exodus 

of Egypt. And to have the strength and determination to never allow ourselves to be subjugated to 

the will of others.  



Shabbat Shalom, 

 

Rabbi Jack Engel 

 

PS: My wife and I recently returned from Israel and saw our newest grandson Noam Hillel, He 

was a bit premature but thank God is doing well and had his bris this past Sunday.  

   

  

  

 


