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Erev Rosh Hashanah 5777 
 
 In 2008, I made a mistake from the pulpit that I continue to 

regret.  In a poorly executed attempt to imitate the mixing of 

conservative theology and politics in Evangelical churches, I 

preached a sermon from which the inescapable conclusion was 

that the policy positions of Barack Obama better reflected Jewish 

values.  I never said that directly, but it was pretty clear. Since 

then I have sworn off addressing electoral politics from the pulpit 

and I have kept that promise…until now.  I am going to address 

politics tonight but I will not repeat the mistake of speaking about 

policy. I don’t know if the policies of either of the major 

candidates provides better solutions to the issues of the economy, 

trade, education or any other secular issue. Nor am I saying that it 

is unJewish to vote for either Mr. Trump or Secretary Clinton.  

What I am addressing tonight, as a rabbi, is the effect that this 

electoral cycle has had on the world of American politics from a 

Jewish perspective. 
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 First, let’s stipulate that both major candidates have Jewish 

grandchildren, at least by Reform standards.  For whatever that’s 

worth, that’s nice to know.  I also want to stipulate that I can not 

tell whether the election of Donald Trump or Hillary Clinton 

would be best for the State of Israel.  I know that Secretary 

Clinton’s track record in the Middle East is mixed and she is both 

loved and reviled in Israel, which reflects the Israeli political 

situation more than anything else.  As far as Donald Trump, the 

only thing I know is his representation that he will be the best 

president ever for the State of Israel, believe me.  I have no idea 

what that means beyond the idea that he might raise fewer or no 

objections to Israeli settlements on the West Bank and that he 

thinks the Iran nuclear agreement was a bad deal.  Hillary Clinton 

is one in a long line of former Secretaries of State who have been 

totally frustrated in their efforts to bring peace to that region but 

she also has not been explicit about what her strategies might be if 

she were to become president.  In short, neither candidate strikes 

me as definitely better or worse for Israel. There may be some 
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policy differences but I suspect that under either President Trump 

or President Clinton, the United States would remain Israel’s 

most trusted ally. 

 Domestically, however, there are some real concerns for the 

American Jewish community. Within the past week, a 

Washington Post articles stated: 

Regardless of who triumphs at the ballot box, the biggest winner 
of this presidential election may be the alt-right: a sprawling 
coalition of reactionary conservatives who have lobbied to make 
the United States more “traditional,” more “populist” and more 
white. 
 

This matters to Jews because the alt-right movement has 

anti-Semitism as a core element of its political agenda.  The alt-

right world is rife with Nazi symbolism and anti-Jewish rhetoric.  

A Twitter analysis in that same Washington Post article indicated 

that while mainstream use of the word Jewish in the 

Twittersphere referred to a religion, in the alt-right world the use 

of the word Jewish is a catch-all phrase for all that they hate.  To 

be fair, there are a variety of folks who inhabit the alt-right world, 

everyone from neo-Nazis to those disaffected by political 
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correctness to conspiracy theorists of all stripes.  And part of its 

credo is expressing opposition to what it considers to be “political 

correctness” by trafficking in what would normally be considered 

shocking images.  They may not all be virulent anti-Semites but, 

at the very least, anti-Semitism is considered legitimate political 

speech in the alt-right world. 

The Washington Post article goes on to say: 

Once relegated to the political fringes, the alt-right has 
become a sudden, shocking force in mainstream politics, closely 
identified with the Donald Trump campaign. Trump’s campaign 
chief executive, Stephen Bannon, is a former executive chairman 
of Breitbart News, which he once described as “the platform of the 
alt-right.” Trump regularly retweets the memes and messages of 
the alt-right, which has propelled the movement into the 
limelight. 

 
 It is true that the Trump campaign cannot control who 

supports it, but it has had every opportunity to say that it rejects 

alt-right philosophy, at least to the extent that it includes anti-

Semitic or racist speech and imagery.  It is a tribute to the growing 

power of this movement that, to the contrary, the Trump 

campaign re-Tweeted a picture of Hillary Clinton surrounded by 
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Stars of David and dollar signs which originated in the atl-right 

world.  Mr. Trump himself has re-tweeted a picture of himself as 

Pepe the frog, a symbol labeled last week by the ADL as a symbol 

of hate.  The use of Pepe the frog as a hate symbol did not start 

last week, it has been a part of the alt-right movement for years. 

The influence of the alt-right movement is also reflected in Mr. 

Trump’s ongoing defense of his having championed the racist 

birther movement, another trope of the alt-right world and a 

favorite of Breitbart News. The empowerment of the alt-right 

movement should raise deep concerns within the Jewish 

community.  Regardless of who wins this election, the alt-right 

appears to have become a fixture of the American political 

landscape and this cannot be good for the Jews. 

 The Trump campaign’s equivocating response to the support 

of David Duke, the former grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, is 

further proof of the potential electoral power of the atl-right. One 

need only to have seen the signs and heard the sentiments of 
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some of those who attended Trump rallies, particularly during the 

primaries, to understand that, fairly or not, alt-right followers 

believe that they have found a hero in Mr. Trump. As the 

prominent conservative columnist Jonah Goldberg has written of 

the alt-right, “I think the wisest course would be to ignore it 

utterly, but thanks to the demons the Trump campaign has 

aroused—and even hired—that hasn’t been possible.” 

 While I do not agree with Hillary Clinton that half of 

Trump’s supporters are a “basket of deplorables”, there are 

enough of them to be dangerous and their racism and 

xeonophobia are contrary to Jewish values.   

 In this season of forgiveness, I realize that to vote for either 

of the major candidates one must be willing to forgive a number of 

transgressions.  In the 44 years I have been voting, I can never 

recall choosing between such flawed candidates for president.  In 

looking over the V’dui, the confessional, which we will recite next 

week on Yom Kippur, there are plenty of transgressions that have 

been committed by both sides.  In addition, I realize that being 
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truthful, responsible and trustworthy are also Jewish values that 

many believe are in short supply in Secretary Clinton.  This is 

going to be an election of forgiveness; one in which most voters 

will have to decide if they can overlook the foibles of their own 

candidate in search of some greater good. As I said at the outset, I 

am not saying that it is unJewish to vote for either Secretary 

Clinton or Mr. Trump.  How one votes is a multi-faceted decision 

with our Jewish identity being one factor, albeit in my eyes, a 

critical one.  My point is a simple one; that in casting our vote for 

president, we, as American Jews, have to decide how much and 

what we are willing to forgive.  May God be with us and with our 

nation in the weeks and years ahead. 

  

   


