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following his participation in a National Prayer Service  
held in the National Cathedral in the presence of  

President and Mrs. Barack Obama  
and other officials on the day following the inauguration 

 
 
 What follows is not really a sermon but rather a report and an analysis 
concerning a very important event, an impressive moment and an opportunity which I 
feel should not have been missed.    
 
 About two and-a-half weeks ago Eric Lynn, then President-elect Barack Obama’s 
Jewish liaison man called me and asked if I would consider participating in an interfaith 
prayer service in the National Cathedral on the morning following the inauguration.  He 
said that another Orthodox Rabbi had been asked and he was waiting for an answer, 
but if that answer was negative he would like to know if I would participate.  I told him to 
call me back when he knew the answer and that in the meantime I would consider it.  
He called me back a few hours later, made the offer once again, and I accepted.   
 
 I didn’t think too much about it except that it was going to take a day out of my life 
and create something of an inconvenience, because there were no hotel rooms 
available in Washington.  I knew it would be expensive for me to go and come but I felt 
this was my civic duty as an American and that I would accept the inconvenience and 
the expense in the interest of serving the Jewish people and the new President of the 
United States. 
 
 A week ago Monday, I received an urgent call from Rabbi Basil Herring, 
Executive Vice President of the Rabbinical Council of America, who told me that a 
certain Rabbi, who shall remain nameless, called him very upset, because he said he 
had been asked to participate as the Orthodox representative in that service and that he 
had declined and why was Haskel Lookstein being allowed to represent Orthodoxy.  
Parenthetically, I checked on that report and discovered that the whistle blower had in 
fact never been asked to participate in the first place.  That said, Rabbi Herring 
proceeded to tell me that if I did participate I would be violating the Rav’s explicit ruling 
on not engaging in interfaith dialogue and that, under any circumstances, it was against 
halacha to go into a church.  I told him I thought it was my civic duty to accept this 
assignment.  Rabbi Herring advised me that sometimes members of the RCA are called 
before the Vaad Ha-kavod and face disciplinary action for this kind of behavior.  He felt I 
shouldn’t put myself in this kind of a position without speaking to a posek, a rabbinic 
decisor, and getting permission to do it.  I told him I would take the matter under 
advisement.  In fact, I did consult with a well known representative of the Orthodox 
community who is not a posek but who is very experienced in governmental affairs.  He 
told me that he had recommended me for this participation and that he thought it would 
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not only be an act of patriotism on my part, but that I would be rendering a very 
important service to the Orthodox Jewish community.  “Imagine”, he said to me, that, in 
front of the new President and his new administration, a Reform Rabbi and a 
Conservative Rabbi participated in that service and there was no Orthodox 
representative.  How would that look?  Especially, how would it look given the fact that 
the Orthodox community did not exactly have a strong record of support for President 
Obama in the election.” 
 
 I decided, based on that consultation, to follow my instincts and move ahead with 
the assignment.  When Rabbi Herring called me back two days later, minutes before 
going into an RCA Executive Committee meeting, I told him I had consulted with 
somebody; I gave him my reasons for continuing; and he said: “Well, I see you have 
thought the matter through very carefully and that you have made your decision.”   
 
 The service itself was in a beautiful Episcopalian Cathedral with no statues or 
figurines, very much unlike a Catholic church.  The service was very impressive, 
seemingly intentionally pareve in terms of not being parochially religious.  Most of the 
readings were from Isaiah or from Psalms.  Even the New Testament readings were 
essentially quotations from the Old Testament.  One of the things that I did learn in that 
church service is that it is possible to have a service that lasts more than an hour and-a-
half and there is no talking by the congregation.  I shall remind you of that lesson from 
time to time.   
 
 I heard a terrific sermon by Dr. Sharon Watkins which would have a model for my 
Homiletics students at Yeshiva University in terms of its tightly organized structure and 
extremely skillful delivery.  It was also a little long, something of which, of course, no 
Rabbi could ever be accused.  I didn’t actually join the prayer service, nor did my 
neighbor in the next chair, Dr. Ingrid Mattson, President of the Islamic Society of 
America.  However, I was very moved from time to time especially as we sang the 
closing words of America the Beautiful.  “America, America, God shed His grace on 
thee, and crown thy good with brotherhood from sea to shining sea.” The power of 
everybody singing with the magnificent organ music left me and others absolutely 
choked up. 
 
 My own lines which were part of a responsive reading were particularly 
meaningful because I recited them standing right in front of the President and his wife, 
the Vice-President and his wife and former President Bill Clinton and the new Secretary 
of State, Hillary Clinton.  The words were as follows, “May the President, Vice 
President, Members of the Cabinet, Governors of States and Territories, Mayors of 
Cities, and all in administrative authority who are empowered by our sacred trust, lead 
this nation with wisdom and grace as they seek to serve the common good.  Keep this 
nation under your care.”  The congregation responded, “And guide us in the way of 
justice and truth.”  Quite pareve and yet quite powerful when recited facing the new 
President directly.   
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 A word about the new President.  I had a chance before the service to take a 
photo with the President and his wife and the Vice President and his wife.  We were 
cautioned by our “handlers” not to engage in conversation with the President because 
fifteen people had to have their pictures taken.  Nevertheless, as I watched the first 
three people take their pictures and make small talk with the President, I was 
determined to say something significant to him, about which I had thought in advance.  I 
asked him if I could recite a blessing.  He said, “Of course.”  I then recited the blessing 
that one is supposed to pronounce when one meets a King – a President is the closest 
thing we have to a King.  Baruch ata a-donai E-loheinu Melech ha-olam shenatan 
michevodo l’vasar vadam.  Blessed art Thou our Lord our God, King of the universe 
who bestows His Glory on human beings.”  The President and his wife thanked me.  I 
then continued, and said, “Mr. President:  thank you for your strong support of Israel.  
We will always remember your unforgettable statement in Sderot.”  He knew exactly 
what I was referring to.  It was in Sderot many months ago where he said, “If anybody 
would shoot rockets into my house while my daughters were sleeping, I would do 
anything in my power to make sure they wouldn’t do it again.”  The President responded 
to me with a clear assent.  I then said to him, “May God bless you!”  He replied:  “You 
know that Barack means blessing.”  I said, “Of course, but blessing is baruch; you have 
to be able to say the ‘ch’ sound.”  He broke into a big smile and said: “It’s a little too 
early in the morning.”  It turned out to be a real exchange between the two of us.  Who 
knows what the effect may be?  Maybe it will save a few Jewish lives; and maybe it 
won’t.  But it was an opportunity to connect in a meaningful way with the most powerful 
man on earth upon whom we as Americans and we as Jews depend for our safety and 
our lives.   
 
 There was no question in my mind that I had done the right thing and said the 
right thing in the right place and in the right time.  I felt that my father’s spirit was with 
me in full support and that I was on solid ground halachically. I even felt that my great-
grandfather Rabbi Moses Z. Margolies, known as the RaMaZ, would probably have 
endorsed my decision too.  I recall my father telling me more than once that when the 
great Jewish leader and Supreme Court Justice, Louis Marshall, a classical Reform 
Jew, died and his funeral was held in Temple Emanu-El, the RaMaZ sat in the first row 
of Temple Emanu-El with his top hat on, clearly representing the Rabbinic Orthodox 
community.  
 
 This feeling of support and precedent became quite important to me when, about 
a half-hour after the service ended, I received a call from the Jewish Telegraphic 
Agency asking me to explain my participation in this service in view of the criticism that 
had come from the Rabbinical Council of America.  I was surprised; as far as I was 
concerned this had been a closed matter, discussed privately with the Executive Vice-
President of the RCA.  I asked the reporter from JTA how he knew about the criticism 
and he told me that the RCA had issued a press release on the matter.  I asked him to 
read the press release to me and, upon hearing its contents, I gave an interview to the 
JTA reporter and expressed the thoughts that I have so far shared with you this 
morning.  The following day, when I came to the office, I found dozens of e-mails 
expressing support and encouragement.  One of them was from Rabbi Michael J. 
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Broyde, Professor of Law at Emory University in Atlanta and the founding Rabbi of the 
Young Israel of Toco Hills where my children and grandchildren daven.  He pointed out 
that there is an explicit halachic ruling supporting my participation in the service, despite 
the fact that, under normal circumstances I have always followed the Rav’s guidelines 
with respect to interfaith dialogue and prayer.  The Shulchan Aruch in Yoreh De’ah 178, 
presents the prohibition on wearing garments that are specifically worn by idolaters and 
not imitating their behavior.  In the second paragraph of this long section, the Shulchan 
Aruch states clearly and specifically an exception to this rule, as follows: “A person who 
needs to be close to the government and who must wear the garments of idolaters and 
act like them is permitted to do all of this.”  The Shulchan Aruch is dealing here with a 
specific Torah prohibition regarding the wearing of such garments and yet that 
prohibition is overridden in order to effectively represent the Jewish community before 
government officials.  The prohibition to enter a church is grounded in the appearance 
of impropriety, rather than an actual impropriety.  It is generally thought to be a rabbinic 
prohibition unlike the wearing of garments of idol worshippers which is a Torah 
prohibition.   
 

Moreover, there are precedents in modern times for overriding such prohibitions 
in the interest of representing the Jewish community before royalty or government 
officials.  Chief Rabbis of England have participated in ceremonies in Westminster 
Abbey when summoned there by the king or queen.  The Chief Rabbis of Israel have 
engaged in similar activities.  Most recently, the Chief Rabbi of Haifa, Rabbi Shear 
Yashuv Cohen, was involved in such an activity when he attended the funeral of the late 
Pope, John Paul II. 
 
 Rabbi Broyde himself was once asked by a cabinet minister of Israel to represent 
the government of Israel at an event in a church in Atlanta during a time of worship.  
Rabbi Broyde consulted the Tzitz Eliezer, a prominent posek in Israel, about this issue 
and the Tzitz Eliezer told him that if it was a matter of significant importance to the 
Israeli government then he should go to the church wearing his kippa and looking as 
rabbinic as he could.   
 
 Here then is the background to an extraordinary assignment which I was asked 
to take on and which I accepted in the full knowledge that it was a very important 
assignment for an American and for an Orthodox Jew.  It turns out that my instinct was 
grounded in a very clear halachic ruling in the Shulchan Aruch.  It also turned out that I 
was able to speak truth to power, something which not many Jews have a chance to do 
and some who have that chance don’t do.   
 
 The entire event would probably have passed without much notice were it not for 
some colleagues in the RCA who decided to go public on a matter that probably did not 
warrant their involvement in the first place.  There are so many critical issues facing 
Orthodox Jewry today.  Surely the appearance of a rabbi at a service in a church in front 
of the new President of the United States was not worth making a public tzimmis about.     
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 There are two final points which I would like to make.  The first is that the 
decision of the RCA to go public makes the leading Modern Orthodox rabbinic 
organization look bad in the eyes of American Jews.  As one member of this 
congregation put it, “What world are they living in?”  What he meant was, why are 
Modern Orthodox Rabbis taking such a narrow view of halacha without considering 
broad issues in which the halacha must function?  This is part of a larger problem which 
is beyond the scope of my comments today.  It touches on the approach of the RCA to 
conversion and to other issues.  It’s almost as if the organization is unaware of the 
intricacies of modern life and the challenges posed by trying to be authentically and 
meticulously Jewish while very much living in a big secular world.   
 
 An example of this lack of awareness is my second and final point in this regard.  
On my way to shul this morning, Roger McDonald, the wonderful man who stands at the 
door of our Gottesman Center across the street from the main synagogue, came across 
the street and shook my hand warmly saying, “Rabbi:  It is such a privilege for me to be 
part of the Ramaz/KJ family and to see what you did in the presence of the President of 
the United States.”  Before I had a chance to be overly gratified, he added: “Could you 
one day spare a few minutes and explain to me why you are not allowed to enter a 
church?”   
 
 Why does Roger have to be troubled by such a question.  We live in our own 
world of halacha.  But not every halacha has to be publicized in the Daily News and 
USA Today which carried stories of the RCA press release.  Now there are thousands 
of non-Jews who are asking themselves the same question that Roger, quite innocently, 
asked me.  Some of them are not asking; some of them are writing blogs about the 
Daily News story which are nothing short of anti-Semitic, blogs which were inspired by 
an ill-advised rush to make public what should have been private. 
 
 I am sorry to have had to deliver this report to you.  Were it not for the publicity 
from the RCA, I would have said nothing about my experience of praying with the 
President.  I would have been very happy to sit in my seat in shul and listen to Rabbi 
Meir Soloveichik who was scheduled to deliver the sermon today.  I am sorry that my 
colleagues in the RCA made you miss what probably would have been a fabulous 
sermon.  They and I owe you one.  
 
 Dear members of the KJ family:  I have to add a post-script to the above 
“sermon”.  After I completed delivering it in shul last Shabbat, I was overwhelmed when 
the entire congregation of over 800 people spontaneously rose and gave me a standing 
ovation.  I was overwhelmed for two reasons:  First, I was wondering what I could do for 
an encore; how would my next sermon be received?  But, second, and more seriously, I 
realized that this was much more than a reaction to a personal act; it was a very clear 
statement that this community is almost unanimously centrist, open and tolerant about 
our Orthodoxy.  I am not quite sure that there is another community quite like it, which 
makes me sad, but I am also aware of the fact that this response is a powerful 
endorsement of the teachings and way of life represented by the RaMaZ, and my father, 
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of blessed memory, which I have tried to follow throughout my fifty years here.  In the 
end, that is particularly gratifying.   


