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A More Trusting Future

As isolation climbed during the pandemic and we grew more and more
distant from neighbors and family members, one hobby took off like a
rocket, armed with an ideal that in times of deep polarization and loneliness
it could save America.  Here’s Steve Kuhn, in the New Yorker earlier this
summer: “It’s bringing Americans out to meet other Americans in ways they
normally wouldn’t, “Pickleball will save America … “  A lot of people think
we’re going to have a civil war, if this election is close. We’ve got to get
people out there playing pickleball with people who will vote the other way,
so they don’t want to kill each other. It sounds ridiculous and dramatic, but I
kind of mean it. Pickleball can save us, and we need to be saved.”

If saving is the message, then I got a story for you.  Sure it might not be as
trendy as Pickelball but it’s played a part in challenging Jews for a millenia
and it’s central to our holidays and our existence as a people. The Akedat
Yitzhak, the Binding of Isaac.  You know it.

God tests Abraham by asking him to sacrifice his son Isaac on Mount
Moriah. Abraham raises his knife to kill his son, and at the last moment, an
angel stops the hand of Abraham, saving Isaac.  Abraham looks up, sees a
ram in the thicket and offers the ram as a sacrifice. Isaac is spared.
Abraham’s faith, his willingness to offer his own child as a sacrifice, is
proven to God.

It’s a difficult story that challenges us each Rosh HaShana and one of the
beauties of exploring the binding of Isaac - and really Torah in general -
year after year is that it affords us the opportunity to look at different
situations and characters with new perspectives. Why is this story given to
us on our holy day? What does it have to teach us? Why must we read this
haunting tale in the new year?

Some years we read the narrative and are drawn to Isaac, why so passive
in his ascent up the mountain to his near death? Or maybe we identify with
Sarah, a crushed mother forced to endure the trauma of this haunting
episode.  Maybe we challenge God; was this test really so necessary?
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Jews have explored and debated this passage for millenia - and so must
we. This year, I read the text with an eye toward Abraham - so certain in his
trust in God that he’s willing to sacrifice future generations to follow the
word of the divine.

Abraham is quite a trusting guy after all. Earlier in the book of Genesis,
God tells Abraham to leave his family and his homeland and chart a new
course for his people. “Go forth from your country, and from your birthplace,
and from your father’s house, unto the land that I will show you.” He doesn’t
know the destination of his journey - but he goes - trusting in God.
Eventually he establishes a homeland and, along with Sarah, becomes the
first patriarch and matriarch of our people.

None of us would say that blind faith in God is a good quality and, even
after the fourth tantrum of the afternoon, I don’t prescribe to a God that
would have us raise a knife to a child.  But trust is one of the great qualities
of Abraham. The first Jew, the smasher of idols, willing to build a special
covenant between our people and God and the reason 5783 years later
we’re here today.

If the challenge for Abraham was trusting in God, the challenge today is
trusting at all. Earlier this year Gallup put out its annual poll about trust in
American institutions. And, while America's confidence in institutions
ranging from government to media to business has been fading for over a
decade, our trust in key institutions is at its lowest point ever.

According to the survey:  Only 38 percent of Americans have confidence in
our medical system. 28 percent have confidence in our public schools. 16
percent of Americans have confidence in newspapers. 14 percent in both
big business and the criminal justice system. 7 percent in congress.  Of the
16 institutions Gallup surveyed, Americans only have above average
confidence in two - small business (68) and the military (64) and those are
both at record lows.  Now, I don’t want to assume presence means trust,
but I’m glad you’re here this morning - only 31 percent of Americans have
confidence in organized religion.

You can guess other institutions that have experienced a similar decline -
the police, tech companies, organized labor. The Supreme Court was at its
lowest mark ever and this polling was done before the Dobbs decision this
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summer.  It’s even harder when leaders intentionally sow distrust by using
pernicious lies and pitting people or groups against one another for
personal gain.

And it’s not just institutions. Our trust in people is frayed as well. Individual
teachers, police officers, elected representatives. Earlier this year I hosted
a panel with three amazing Beth Am women who serve on local school
boards or town councils and they each shared that often their motives are
questioned or their commitment is challenged. We are suspicious of
colleagues and neighbors; a pew study from a few years ago said that just
half of Americans trust their neighbors.

We’ve witnessed the declining of trust and oftentimes that decay is for good
reason. Systems, institutions and ideas that we used to take as sacrosanct
have become unreliable. Just a decade ago, as a society we’d have little
doubt about the importance and efficacy of vaccinations. We would not
have fears about whether democracy will survive into future generations. If
you’re under 50 you never had to worry about access to contraception or
abortions until this year.

Certainly those from marginalized communities have deep reasons to
distrust institutions.  Everything from eugenics to redlining to mass
incarceration has exacerbated feelings of mistrust. No doubt the more an
individual feels mistreated or is part of a community that has experienced
mistreatment the less likely they are to rely on that institution. If you live in
Jackson, Mississippi and you can’t drink the water that flows from your tap,
I doubt you have much confidence in your government. After the tragedy
last spring, can you blame an Uvalde parent for distrust in the police?
Historically, this is true for Jews - after pogroms or the Dreyfus Affair, or the
Rosenberg executions or even the tepid response to Charlottesville - it was
pretty hard to trust the government.

I understand why it is hard to trust. Scars of broken trust stay with us for a
long time. It's even more painful when it’s people we care about who violate
our trust. A family member who hurt us. A friend who didn’t show up in
times of need. A workplace or school unable or unwilling to be
compassionate during times of strife.  In the Jewish world our institutions
have covered up for Rabbis and other leaders who committed gross ethical
violations including sexual misconduct and harrasment. We have our own
repenting and trust building to do.
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I’m concerned about the decline in trust in our society because the lack of
trust is bad for us as individuals and as institutions.  Ethan Zuckerman, a
public policy and information professor at UMass writes in his terrific book,
Mistrust: “Trust affects our health, our wealth and our happiness.”  Mistrust
causes us to be more socially isolated, less likely to seek important medical
care. It's hard to be happy when you’re suspicious of your neighbors and
colleagues, worried that someone is going to scam you or pull a fast one on
you. It’s harder to sleep. It’s harder to be kind. It’s harder to love.

David Halpern, head of the Behavioral Insights Team in Britain says:
“having someone, or feeling that other people can be trusted, or people you
can rely on in your life is worth a great deal. It’s roughly the same positive
effect as giving up smoking. And smoking is really, really bad for you.”

As you can imagine, Judaism has a lot to say about trust. Pirkei Avot (5:10)
- the ancient teachings of our ancestors, discusses different types of human
character. There are pious actions and wicked actions, wise ones and
simple ones. One teaching says that an individual who proclaims: “What's
mine is mine, and yours is yours is the mark of a common figure and the
mark of a Sodomite.”

At face value there’s nothing too terrible about what’s mine is mine and
yours is yours. But the rabbis equate this ideal to Sodom, and Sodom is a
wicked place. As Rabbi Janet Marder says: “In the midrash, Sodom is
portrayed as a beautiful, affluent city whose citizens exemplified the
principle of extreme individualism – “every man for himself.” They felt no
sense of obligation to one another, no mutual responsibility; no
compassion; they recognized no common humanity that unites all people in
one family. “What’s mine is mine; what’s yours is yours,” they said.”

Ethan Zuckerman writes about modern times but he could have been
talking about Sodom: “we are likely to find that institutions fail when we no
longer recognize ourselves as a single nation, when we no longer feel
responsibility for or obligation to our fellow citizens.” Hardly a place we
want to live, we need to trust one another. In this age of polarization and
social distance can we try to be the antidote to the mistrust pandemic?

I know you're concerned about this. I’ve heard from so many people with
real anguish about where this country is heading. People bemoaning the
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inability to have conversations with family or neighbors who might think
differently.  Others worried about their kids, will they grow up in an America
of camaraderie and bipartisanship or sneakiness and manipulation.

I know everyone here would rather live in a cohesive than splintered
society.  Can we think about how to rebuild trust together?

While certainly there are many steps we can take - less social media for
one - social scientists give us examples of high trusting places - sports
teams, the military, universities - and a common thread is active
collaboration with one another.  In our world, a child that comes back from
Camp Newman or Camp Tawonga or a person who joins a retreat or an
Israel trip is more apt to build the bonds that help build trust.

It’s simple and radical all at once, the best way to build trust is by knowing
other people and the best way to know other people is through
participation.  I’ve always thought that a synagogue should look more like a
cooperative - and while (this isn’t the Park Slope Coop) we will not track
hours - commitment matters. Without participation we become more frayed
and less willing to do the important acts that make a Jewish life, visiting the
sick, fighting for justice, comforting the mourner.  We turn into a community
where we overly rely on our professionals and feel more and more distant
from others. There is a reason we need 10 people to say kaddish, there is
a reason we need witnesses for a ketubah - those are deeply trusting
relationships, you can’t be Jews in isolation.

Join the choir, take a class, invite someone over for shabbat. Like to cook?
We've got teams that deliver meals all over the peninsula.  We volunteer at
food pantries and in soup kitchens. In your 20s or 30s and looking to build
community - have you met Emma?  She’s a marvelous connector and
willing to meet you anyplace.  Upset with the State of our Democracy or the
lack of action on Climate Change?  Well we’ve got good, trustworthy
people, fighting every day to create the country and community they aspire
to live in.

Don’t see something that works for you, instead of shrinking away, reach
out so we can co-create the community you aspire to live in.

Can you commit to a few co-op hours this year?  If you do, I’ll bet you find it
immensely personally rewarding.  But you will also be making a statement
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that says my actions are part of something greater.  It’s a statement that
says fundamental change within a society can occur only through deeply
personal participation. These actions are cascading as well - they inspire
others, set a good example for our children and create healthier
communities.  We cannot witness Jewish life as bystanders - we need to be
active, we need to do.  Each one of us needs to bring our own talents and
gifts to create the community we want to live in.

The author Bruce Schneier writes: “All complex ecosystems, whether they
are biological ecosystems like the human body, natural ecosystems like a
rainforest, social ecosystems like an open-air market, or socio-technical
ecosystems like the global financial system or the Internet are deeply
interlinked. Individual units within those ecosystems are interdependent,
each doing its part and relying on the other units to do their parts as well.”
That’s true for a synagogue as well.

I’m not trying to shame or guilt you into coming to Beth Am, that’d be a little
deceptive in a sermon about trust. I hope you see my message not as “you
should be here” but as “your whole self is welcome here and we need you.”
Expanding beyond Beth Am is great too, host a community dinner or
volunteer with your PTO. Take an art class, sure -  join a pickleball league,
heck, give pickles to your neighbors.

We must build trust and believe in people. We must create a climate where
we can open our hearts and make the world smaller and more connected.

Remember Abraham, he responded to God with a famous line that you
likely know.  He says it three times in the story of the Akedah. It’s a
message of commitment and care.  It’s a message of readiness and desire
to be part of the ongoing narrative of the people. It’s a call to participate in
something larger - it’s there for all of us. Hineni, says Abraham - I am here
ready to be part of the story, to be a part of the sacred narrative of our
people. That’s a message for these holy days. Hineni - Better Together,
Hineni - “I am ready, I am prepared. Hineni
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Pickleball
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/07/25/can-pickleball-save-amer
ica

Gallup
https://news.gallup.com/poll/394283/confidence-institutions-down-average-
new-low.aspx

Pew, Problems of Trust
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/07/22/how-americans-see-probl
ems-of-trust/

Liars and Outliers -
https://www.amazon.com/Liars-Outliers-Enabling-Society-Thrive/dp/111814
3302

Ethan Zuckerman - Mistrust
https://ethanzuckerman.com/books/mistrust/

Trust - David Halpern
https://freakonomics.com/podcast/trust-me/
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