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Drasha Vayetzei 5774 
Prayer for the Government 

 

 
In 1872, the British scientist, Fancis Galton, formulated a clever way to test the efficacy of 
prayer.  The British royal family, and Queen Victoria in particular, was the beneficiary of the prayers 
of millions of subjects of the British Empire. Every week, Anglican congregations in East Africa, the 
Caribbean, India, and across the United Kingdom recited prayers for the health and success of their 
queen. Surely, Galton conjectured, if prayer is effective, the British royal family should enjoy 
unparalleled health and comfort!  However, according to Galton’s research, they were not more 
healthy than the general population, suggesting that prayer is not effective.   

 
The Roman Catholic archbishop from Ireland responded that Galson didn’t take into account the 
counter-prayers from Ireland…More seriously, Galson didn’t understand what prayer is about. He 
also didn’t understand what it means to pray for the government. 

 
The relationship between Yaakov and Lavan is a focal point around which the narrative turns in the 
parsha. Yaakov cannot marry the woman he wants without working for Lavan, he must serve Lavan 
under unfair circumstances to support himself and his family.  In the Torah itself, Lavan is an 
unsavory and dishonest character. He is a hindrance to Yaakov as Yaakov goes about creating a 
family, but he does not come across as a threat. 

 
For the rabbis, Lavan represented an existential threat to Jewish survival. Arami Oveid Avi - the Torah 
says in Sefer Devarim and this can be translated as, “An Aramean - Lavan - tried to kill my father.” 
When discussing this verse, the Passover Haggadah tells us, “VeHi She’Amda la’Avoteinu V’Lanu,” in 
every generation someone rises up to destroy us. Lavan was the first and remains an archetype or 
paradigm for the non-Jewish sovereign or leader, in whose hands our fate is placed. How was Lavan 
transformed by the Rabbis from a dishonest and greedy nuisance into a mortal threat? Lavan in the 
Torah is not especially cruel but he is arbitrary and the speed with which Lavan’s attitude can change, 
from expressions of love to threats of violence reminded the Rabbis all-too-well of the governments 
under which they lived.  

 
Today is 75 years since Kristallnacht. After years of vilification, stigmatization, and growing legal 
disenfranchisement, the violence and hatred that was inherent in Nazi attitudes towards Jews was 
briefly revealed.  Although some had not noticed earlier - after Kristallnacht it was obvious to 
everyone that the Nazi government had come to personify the prediction “in every generation 
someone rises up to attempt to destroy.” 

 
The day has significance within my own family too. On November 9, 1938 my uncle was living in 
relative safety in London in an orphanage, my father was living in Nuremberg with my grandmother 
waiting for the visas that eventually allowed them to join my uncle in London, and my grandfather 
was living with family in Poland - having been deported from Germany to the East earlier that 
year.  On November 9, 1938, my Great-Uncle Felix, then sixteen years old, was living on a hakhsharah 
in Frankfurt, a religious boarding school that combined Torah studies, academic subjects, and 
agricultural training in preparation for aliyah.  The haksharah was set afire that night and, through a 
combination of personal bravery, and being in the right place at the right time, my uncle was able to 
rescue one of the Torah scrolls from the synagogue. When his teacher found out about this act of 
heroism, he wrote a letter to every yeshiva in England saying, “we have 80 boys who need visas, but 
if you can only take one, take Felix Wolkenfeld.” Two yeshivot in England created spaces for my 
uncle. For the rest of his life, he felt guilt over the wasted space that could have gone to another 
student. Once in England, my uncle tried desperately to arrange for a visa to get his mother out of 
Germany. But Great Britain was in no mood to admit waves of refugees fleeing war in Europe, 
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certainly not refugees who would go on public assistance and bankrupt the state with their welfare 
checks. As a sixteen year old, speaking no English, my uncle embarked on the task of collecting 
enough affidavits from British citizens attesting that his mother would never go on public assistance. 
Against all odds, his efforts paid off. A visa was arranged for my great-grandmother to pick-up at the 
British consulate on September 1st, 1939.  The outbreak of the war that day prevented my great-
grandmother from obtaining her visa and escaping Germany. 

 
Kristallnacht revealed something about the violence inherent in Nazi Germany, but it also revealed 
something about Jewish powerlessness. My great-grandmother died because her fate depended on a 
sixteen year old immigrant convincing the largest empire in human history to soften its tight 
immigration rules. 

 
Things were little better in America. The American Jewish community was not able to effectively 
organize on behalf of endangered Jews. There were attempts to pressure the government to grant 
more visas when it would have still been possible for Jews to escape. Later on, there were attempts to 
advocate for bombing the train tracks leading to death camps or for other military action that could 
have delayed or halted the murder of Jews.  

 
But, with only a few exceptions, the American Jewish community was itself too fraught to effectively 
lobby and advocate. We were not sufficiently integrated into public life here and could not influence 
policy. But in the years following the Holocaust, and it probably took several decades for this 
dynamic to clearly emerge, the American Jewish lobby emerged to make sure that Jewish needs 
would not fall off the agenda of our nation’s leadership. 

 
The birth of an American Jewish lobby was too late for European Jewry. But, today, organizations 
such as AIPAC are crucial to the security and wellbeing of the State of Israel, and the other national 
Jewish organizations that maintain offices in Washington and in state capitals make sure that 
domestic Jewish interests and our religious freedoms are preserved and respected. 

 
These robust lobbies have not only improved our own situation, they have created a different kind of 
citizenship. We are a different and more empowered Jewry than we were - indeed we are more 
integrated into the fabric of American culture and politics than any diaspora community in history. 
[Can you imagine as many Jews as Episcopalians on the Supreme Court?]  Fundamentally, American 
Jews, are full citizens in our multicultural democracy  

 
The prayer that we recite each week for the Government of the U.S is a carryover from a different 
context and a different culture.  . “HaNotein Teshu’a” “May the one who grants salvation to 
kings...bless the president and vice president , from any misfortune or harm etc.” This version 
focuses our prayers upon the individuals wielding the greatest power, and prays that they should treat 
us well. According to this prayer, we are always at the whim of the rulers of the land that we live in 
and all we can pray for is that the king, or the duke, or the president, treats us well. 

 
There are aspects of this prayer that are inconsistent with our reality as American Jews. 
We live in a federal republic with divided government. The president is important, but so are 
members of congress, and local elected available.  The focus of the prayer is entirely on our own 
flourishing - we want the ruler to be “good for the Jews” and take care of us. In contrast R. Moshe 
Feinstein wrote a public letter saying that American Jews  must vote out of a feeling of “hakarat ha-
tov” gratitude to America. This means that our involvement in American politics has to be with the 
goal, not only of protecting our own interests, but also to advance the best interest of the country as 
a whole.  We are not subjects of a sovereign - we the people are sovereign!   
This is an appropriate time to think about this, sandwiched between Election Day last Tuesday, and 
Veterans Day on Monday. 
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Here is an alternate text that offers improvements and I would like to begin reciting it next week. 
Copies will be printed in the bulletin for those who wish to recite it together with me.  It is nearly 
identical to the prayer recited at numerous Orthodox synagogues across the United States and is 
actually the prayer that I am familiar with from when I was young.  

 
Avinu She’BaShamayim: uphold and bless our country, the United States of America and implant 
brotherly love among all who dwell therein. Bless the constituted officers of government in this land, 
“Bestow upon them the spirit of wisdom and understanding” to uphold peace and freedom. 

 
“Arami Oved Avi” - While the Passover Haggadah interprets that verse in Devarim to mean “An 
Aramean - Lavan - tried to destroy my father” - the plain-sense meaning of the verse is quite 
different. “Oved” is best translated, not as a transitive verb - to destroy - but as an intransitive verb 
signifying being lost, being a wanderer. “My father was a wandering Aramean.” Read this way, the 
Aramean was not Lavan but Jacob himself, and the foundational story of Jewish peoplehood, is not 
being a victim of a tyrant, but being a wanderer searching for home.   

 
If the fundamental story of Jewish history is not escaping from an endless series of tyrants, but 
searching for a home, then we can think about our current Jewish reality in a different way. Without 
discounting the real dangers that face the State of Israel, our Zionist activism can focus on turning 
Israel into the kind of Jewish national home that we can all be proud of. We should be concerned 
about nuclear Iran, but also very concerned that for every ten tenured professors teaching in Israeli 
universities, there are three Israeli trained academics who had to leave Israel to find a teaching 
position. 

 
And, we don not have to search for anti-Semitic enemies, or for new Jewish communities in danger, 
in order for our diaspora Jewish lives to feel authentic. The search for a temporary home, where we 
can feel safe and secure, and participate in public life under conditions of equality, is a worthy 
aspiration for the children of the wandering Aramean. 

 
Shabbat Shalom 

 

 


