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Recently I read a review of a new book by Natan Sharansky and Gil Troy, who’ve 

spent a great deal of their lives working on behalf of the Jewish people. Their 

book, Never Alone: Prison, Politics and My People focuses on the increasingly 

challenging relationship between our American and Israeli communities.  

 

Sharansky and Troy suggest that the cause of our rift is that the worlds we inhabit 

are so different from each other. Israelis live in a country that has always known 

war, while Americans live in a land flanked by two oceans, and neighbors who 

pose no military threat. 

 

These different environments have led to different worldviews. Israelis see the 

world as a dangerous place. In order to safeguard their future, they focus on 

defense and security. According to Sharansky and Troy, they model themselves 

after King David, who spent his life protecting his people from a dangerous 

enemy, making survival his central mission.  
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We, on the other hand, live in a country that take its external security for granted. 

Yet we also strive to protect the next generation. For us, this protection is 

modeled after the prophet Isaiah. Like Isaiah, who sought to create a peaceful 

world for the generations to come, our work consists of building bridges and 

creating tolerant communities where our children will always feel at home. 

 

As Sharansky and Troy see it, neither of these approaches is right or wrong, moral 

or immoral, good or evil. Instead, both of these views are appropriate reflections 

of our experience in the world.  

 

While Sharansky and Troy might frame this as an Israeli/American issue, we know 

that our own community deals with this same dynamic. Here in America, heck, 

here in our congregation, there are folks who see the world through King David’s 

lens, who put Israel’s security above other concerns. At the same time there are 

those who see the world through the eyes of Isaiah and do their Jewish work by 

striving to build tolerant communities. And this is even more the case among the 

younger generations.  
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As I considered Sharansky and Troy’s thesis I was struck by two points. First, their 

analysis of the division within the Jewish community is “judgement free,” 

meaning that neither party is right or wrong. We’ve come to our perspectives 

honestly, based on the environment we live in and the experiences we’ve 

encountered. Neither of us are good or bad, moral or immoral. Both of our 

approaches are rational, thoughtful and sound. My second thought is that this 

phenomenon applies not only to our Jewish community, it also applies to the 

political moment America has been experiencing for well over a decade.  

 

Friends, I hate to admit it, but I’m not as young as I once was. The hair on my 

head, what’s left of it, is less than black. My kids are no longer children. And I can 

remember events that young people today cannot conceive of. For instance, 

you’re not going to believe this, but I’m old enough to remember a time when 

Democrats and Republicans worked together. They didn’t agree on everything, 

but they believed they shared some things in common. They believed that the 

other party also wanted America to be strong and successful. They didn’t 

demonize their opponent, they respected them, and offered an alternative 

perspective. They didn’t argue about good and evil, moral and immoral. They 

recognized that people who’ve grown up in different places are likely to see the 
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world in different ways, and that by talking together, listening to each other, each 

of us are likely to grow. And by allowing ourselves to be challenged, sometimes 

we find new ways of doing things that are even better than what we came up 

with on our own. 

 

There’s a woman who believed in some of these same things. A fighter for 

women’s rights and equality, her work literally changed the values of our society. 

She broke barriers and opened doors, not only for women, but for people of 

every race, creed, color, sexual identity and ability. Ruth Bader Ginsburg changed 

the world.  

 

I’m certain that all of us know that Ruth had a special friendship with another 

member of the Supreme Court, Justice Antonin Scalia. After her passing, Scalia’s 

son, Eugene wrote an opinion piece for the Washington Post. Here’s some of 

what he said: 

 

“What can be learned from this celebrated friendship between justices? First, in 

many ways, it was quite simple, as some of the best friendships are. They worked 

at the same place. They were both New Yorkers, close in age and liked a lot of the 
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same things: the law, teaching, travel, music and a meal with family and friends. 

They had a bond, I think, in that they both grew up as outsiders […] to the elites 

who had ruled the country: she as a Jew and woman, he as a Catholic and Italian 

American…” 

 

 “She made her mark as a pioneering advocate for women’s rights; my father was 

a traditional Catholic who came to prominence as a critic of activist courts. He 

respected what she had achieved in an era when the deck was stacked against 

her; from her experiences, he gained insight and depth of understanding. He liked 

learning and could learn from her…” 

 

While they shared these similarities, just as important to their relationship was an 

appreciation of their differences. He writes: 

 

“The two disagreed vigorously… on some of the most important things. Justice 

Ginsburg’s opinion requiring the admission of women to Virginia Military 

Institute, my father wrote, was ‘politics smuggled into law.’ She dismissed his 

argument in the first case on the Affordable Care Act as ‘outlandish.’ His opinion 

in an important criminal law case, she said, took ‘a wrecking ball’ to the statute; 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/local/longterm/library/vmi/court.htm?itid=lk_inline_manual_20
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/local/longterm/library/vmi/court.htm?itid=lk_inline_manual_20
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/94-1941.ZD.html
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/08-1394.ZO.html


 6 

to which he replied that her opinion was ‘a dish the Court has cooked up all on its 

own.’” 

 

Scalia concludes: “What we can learn from the justices, though — beyond how to 

be a friend — is how to welcome debate and differences. The two justices had 

central roles in addressing some of the most divisive issues of the day, including 

cases on abortion, same-sex marriage and who would be president. Not for a 

moment did one think the other should be condemned or ostracized. More than 

that, they believed that what they were doing — arriving at their own opinions 

thoughtfully and advancing them vigorously — was essential to the national good. 

With less debate, their friendship would have been diminished, and so, they 

believed, would our democracy.” 

 

Friends, our opinions are very important. But none of us can possibly believe that 

there is more at stake in convincing someone of the correctness of our view, than 

those conversations between Ginsburg and Scalia. After all, their positions 

decided the law of the land. And yet, despite the Grand Canyon sized chasm that 

separated their points of view, somehow, they managed not only to remain 

friends, but to cherish their time together. 

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Cato_Supreme_Court_Review_2009_2010/KtZtZK4ehqEC?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=a+dish+the+Court+cooked+up+all+on+its+own&pg=PA215&printsec=frontcover
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Our Jewish tradition is no stranger to debate. Indeed, the book which is most 

responsible for defining Judaism today, the Talmud, is a book of debate which 

constantly pits one scholar’s opinion against the other. One of the most famous 

pair of debaters, the Ginsburg/Scalia of their age were Hillel and Shammai, who 

had different positions on every subject under the sun. Their peers acknowledged 

that both of these scholars were top-notch. But they also realized that they could 

only follow one of them. Who would they choose? 

 

They started by acknowledging that even though they could only follow one path, 

that didn’t mean the other path was wrong. And so, they taught that the opinions 

of Hillel and Shammai were both “devrei Elohim Chayim” – they were both “words 

of the living God.” Both of their opinions had meaning and merit. One was not 

right and the other wrong. One was not the way of God and the other the way of 

the devil. One was not for the sake of our country and the other, for the benefit 

of the enemy. Both had something vital in common; something they shared. Both 

sides loved their people and community.  

 

So how did our sages decide which one to follow? We’re taught that they chose 

to follow Hillel, because before he gave his opinion, he would first acknowledge 
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the principles that Shammai taught. Even though they differed, Hillel listened to 

what Shammai had to say, and acknowledged the merit of his opinion. 

 

We, of course, can reject the approach of Hillel and Shammai and Ginsburg/Scalia, 

and continue living in modern day silos, where we talk and listen only to people 

who think exactly the same way we do. We saw an example of this in Israel in 

1994, when Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was seeking to sign a peace treaty with 

the Palestinians, and the right wing of the country shouted treason. It was an 

environment that led a Jewish extremist to assassinate the Prime Minister. 

 

In the aftermath of that tragedy, one of Israel’s greatest poets, Yehudah Amichai, 

captured the environment in his poem The Place Where We Are Right. I’ll read 

part of it now: 

“From the place where we are right  

flowers will never grow in the spring. 

The place where we are right  

is hard and trampled  

like a yard. 

But doubts and loves  

dig up the world  

like a mole, a plow…”  
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When we close our ears, our minds, and our hearts, when we stop listening and 

learning and lose our sense of curiosity, our world grows smaller. When we 

replace the people in our lives, people who love and care for us, who have 

experienced the richness, the sanctity and sadness of life with us; when we 

replace them with voices from a box of people we’ll never meet, our world grows 

smaller and starts to fade. No matter how beautiful you are, there is more to see 

in this big, wide world than a reflection of yourself. Friends, we need to stop 

looking in the mirror and look out the window instead. 

 

That big, messy yard out there, which is dug up by moles and plows, is a fertile 

place for flowers to grow, for love to bloom, for life to be lived and enjoyed with 

people who may not always believe the same things that you do, but they’re still 

beautiful souls, and your life experience is diminished without them.  

 

Friends, we live in a season when too many people have lost friends, not only 

from plagues that strike us from the outside, but from the narrowness of our 

vision. On this Yom Kippur, let us strive to see a little more of God’s creation, the 

beauty, the diversity, the sanctity of life. Let us rediscover the thrill of exploring 

new thoughts, meeting new people and reconnecting with old friends. Let us 
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open our hearts and give each other the benefit of the doubt, so that even when 

we disagree, we can still see the image of God in each other, and enjoy the 

blessings of friendship and love.  

 

May this be a time of renewal and reconciliation: Amen. 

 
 
 

 


