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Kehilath Jeshurun Bulletin

(This sermon was delivered by me
on Shabbat Nachamu, August 12,
2000, immediately following the news
of the selection of Senator Joseph
Lieberman as a vice-presidential
candidate. It is presented here as this
year’s High Holy Day message.
Haskel Lookstein)

I.
I must begin with a disclaimer.

Nothing that I am about to say should
be construed as a public endorsement
of any candidate in the forthcoming
election. My father, of blessed
memory, always felt that a Rabbi’s
vote is his own business and that it is
inappropriate, except under the most
extreme circumstances, for a rabbi to
endorse a public candidate. I have
followed that policy myself and I
shall try to continue to follow it, to
the best of my ability, in the coming
election and beyond.  

II.
When we awoke to the news this

past Monday morning of Senator
Joseph Lieberman’s selection as the
Democratic Party’s candidate for
Vice President, most of us had one of
two reactions. One reaction was
expressed to me by a member of the
congregation who is a survivor of the
Holocaust and whose wife still bears
a number from Auschwitz on her
arm. He said that he was worried
about a Jew being too public in an
election campaign and he felt that the
selection of Senator Joseph
Lieberman as the Vice Presidential
candidate on the Democratic ticket
would arouse anti-semitism and

many hurtful feelings. It was a natural
reaction for one who has experienced
much more than hurtful feelings in
his life.

That reaction was echoed by an
American-born Harvard graduate
with whom I talked yesterday. He,
too, was uneasy about a Jew being
chosen for such a high post in the
United States government. He
pointed out that historically we
haven’t fared well when Jews

achieved so much power in a
country’s affairs — a prime example
is Don Isaac Abravanel in the Spanish
court in 1492. There are other
examples in medieval and modern
times in central and eastern Europe.
The news, in short, was cause for
some concern.

Most of us, however, had a
different reaction. We were excited,
thrilled, energized, proud. One of our
boys made it! Somebody remarked to
me that it is now a reasonable
possibility that an Orthodox Jew
could be the President of the United
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States while, ironically, it is most
unlikely that an Orthodox Jew could
become Prime Minister of Israel in the
foreseeable future.

The newspapers covered this
choice of candidates in a manner that
was unprecedented. Poor Dick
Cheney hardly merited more than a
few headlines, while Joe Lieberman
took up pages and pages of stories in
the New York press and, interestingly,

in the Israeli press as well. And the
reportage and op ed pieces were
almost uniformly supportive and
laudatory about the Senator.

During the remaining days before
Tisha B’Av, Jews were walking
around with smiles and expressions of
joy on their faces that contrasted so
sharply with the worried frowns that
one had seen just a few days earlier
with the convening of the Camp
David talks and their subsequent
breakdown. It was almost too good to
be true but, in fact, it was true and all
of us were congratulating each other.

III.
What is the significance of this

choice by Vice President Gore? It was
clearly an earth-shaking event which
required great courage on the part of
Al Gore, a readiness to absorb
criticism and risk and an openness and
tolerance that he has always
manifested, but which seemed to be
even more pronounced with this
decision.

Earth shaking, yes, but not a
breakthrough. As Abe Foxman of
ADL remarked, the nomination of Joe
Lieberman for such a high office
represents a confirmation of the
position of the Jewish community in
America. Let us remember that there

are 26 Jews in the House of
Representatives and 11 out of the 100
members of the Senate are Jews.
Sometimes we don’t give America
enough credit for the opportunities
with which we have been blessed.
Jews are a very important part of
American society, far beyond our
percentage of the population. There is
no doubt that our opponents all over
the world exaggerate what they call
Jewish power in this country, but
there is also little doubt that we
underestimate the extent to which
Jews play a very important role 
in American political life. The
selection of Senator Lieberman is a

confirmation of that role, not a
breakthrough. 

Somewhat illustrative of that role
is a charming story that is told about the
late Golda Meir and a conversation she
had with Henry Kissinger when he was
Secretary of State. Golda was trying to
manipulate Mr. Kissinger, whereupon
Kissinger said to her: “I think I should
tell you three things,” he said, gesturing
with his left hand. “First: I am the
American Secretary of State; second,
(moving his hand from left to right), I
am a United States citizen; and 
only third: I am a Jew.” Golda is said to
have responded: “That’s okay, 
Mr. Kissinger, we read from right 
to left.”

So, the nomination, exciting as it
is, is a confirmation rather than a
breakthrough.

IV.
But I believe the significance of

the choice of Senator Lieberman is
even more pronounced in another
aspect. I confess that when I heard the
news on WINS and the announcer
said, “Senator Lieberman is an
Orthodox Jew,” I shuddered. The term
Orthodox has been so besmirched in
the last few years. Despite, thank
God, the growing number of people
who come to our synagogues,
yeshivot and day schools, the
revelations about the moral and
ethical turpitude of a few have
alienated so many Americans — Jews
and non-Jews. Divisive  policies by so
many segments of our community,
along with hurtful statements by
rabbinic leaders, have given
Orthodoxy a bad name.

For example: Last Saturday night,
in a pre-Tisha B’Av shiur, a great sage
in Israel referred to the 6,000,000
victims of the Holocaust as
reincarnations of earlier souls who
sinned time and again and did all sorts
of things that should not have been
done and were reincarnated so that
things could be set right. Aside from
the strange interpretation, how could a
great Talmid Chacham utter words

that must bring so much pain to
people living today who survived the
horrors of Nazi brutality and who
keep yahrzeits for entire families who
were murdered. Were they all
reincarnated sinful souls?

And, to make matters worse, after
the outcry against such hurtful
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“...the nomination of Joe
Lieberman for such a 
high office represents a
confirmation of the position
of the Jewish community 
in America.”

“Jews were walking
around with smiles and
expressions of joy on their
faces that contrasted so
sharply with the worried
frowns that one had seen
just a few days earlier”

“...he was worried about
a Jew being too public in an
election campaign.”



remarks, Rabbi Ben-Zion Mutzabi of
Shas said in a Tisha B’Av night radio
broadcast that a 29 year old Staff
Sargent, Shai Green, who was killed
in a training accident when a hand
grenade exploded in his tank,
suffered death because of “blemishes
to the honor” of the sage referred 
to above.

This outrageous talk is part of
what defames and dishonors
Orthodoxy.  But, the Lieberman
candidacy promises that, with God’s
help, there will be a substantial
change in the way the world will
view Orthodox Judaism.That change
is promised by Maimonides in a
striking passage at the end of
Chapter 5 of Hilchot Yesodei
HaTorah. In that passage the
Rambam tells us that the concept of
Kiddush Hashem does not only mean
dying in sanctification of God’s
name; it also means living a life that
is a sanctification of God’s name.
The text is as follows:

Senator Lieberman may not quite
be a sage, but he is clearly identifiable
as a religious Jew. He is also
identifiable as an honorable, honest,
decent, refined, gentle, caring, and
gentlemanly person. He has stood up
to power with ringing words of moral
integrity and he has taken positions
— sometimes at variance with
members of his own party — in the
interest  of ethical values and, yes,
menschlich ideals.

In the coming campaign, millions
of Americans and, among them, many
Jews, will see that piety and principle,
religious observance and honorable
behavior go together and, in fact,
mutually reinforce each other. That is
the way in which Orthodox Jews
ought to be seen.

Maimonides’ comment quoted
above is actually based on a
Talmudic interpretation of a verse in
the Shema, found in this morning’s
Torah portion.We read, “And you

shall love the Lord thy God with all
thy heart, with all thy soul and with
all thy might.” On that statement, the
Talmud (Yoma, 86a) asks the
question: How does one fulfill the
commandment of “And you shall
love the Lord thy God?” The
Talmud’s answer is “that the name of
God should become loved through
your behavior” — that one should
study Jewish texts, honor scholars,
conduct one’s affairs with honesty
and integrity, and speak pleasantly
with others. What will people say
about him/her? They will say that
this person who is committed to
Torah demonstrates proper behavior
and an admirable way of life.” (And
they will want to emulate him/her.)

This is what is about to happen in
this election campaign. Win, lose or
draw, the name of God, the Torah and
religious observance will be
appreciated more because of the
example of Senator Joseph
Lieberman.  In the long run, that is the
greatest significance of Al Gore’s
choice for Vice President. That is also
the challenge for each of us as we
move from Tisha B’Av toward the
coming High Holy Days. Each and
every one of us should strive to live a
life that will cause the name of God to
be loved because of our behavior. If
we do this, we will all be winners in
the most important campaign of all.

May we all be inscribed and sealed
for a year of health, happiness and
blessing.
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“[The converse is] also [true]. When
a sage is stringent with himself, speaks
pleasantly with others, his social
conduct is [attractive] to others, he
receives them pleasantly, he is humbled
by them and does not humble them in
return, he honors them — even the
lowly among them — he does business
faithfully, and does not frequently
accept the hospitality of the common
people or sit with them, and at all times
is seen only studying Torah, wrapped in
tzitzit, crowned with tefillin, and
carrying out all his deeds beyond the
measure of the law — provided he does
not separate too far [from normal
living] and thus becomes forlorn — to
the extent that all praise him, love him,
and find his deeds attractive — such a
person sanctifies [God’s] name. The
verse [Isaiah 49:3]: “And He said to
me: ‘Israel, you are My servant, in
whom I will be glorified’ ” refers 
to him.”
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“So, the nomination,
exciting as it is, is a
confirmation rather than a
breakthrough.”
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