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Our portion of Chaye Sarah begins with the death of the first matriarch of our people.
Abraham decides that he must find a place of honor for Sarah’s burial and approaches the
Hittites in Hebron in order to find an appropriate burial spot.

Abraham realizes that though G-d has promised the land to him and his descendants, he
must acquire this burial plot. As he approaches the Hittites he says to them: “I am a resident
alien among you; sell me a burial site among you, that I may remove my dead for burial.” The
Hittites answered Abraham in this fashion: “Hear us, my Lord; you are a mighty prince in our
midst; bury your dead in any of our choicest graves.” These two verses tell us a great deal not
only about Abraham’s character, but his place in society. They may also inform us about the
place of the descendants of Abraham in modern society as well.

According to Abraham, he is merely a resident alien, a foreigner living for a time among
the native population and, thus, dependent upon the goodwill of the local landowners. He lacks
certain privileges that citizens have, in this case, the right to own land. The community,
therefore, must rule on any exception. The response of the Hittites is that Abraham is special, he
is the elect of G-d, and, thus, they would be honored to bury his dead among them.

Rabbi Joseph Ber Soloveitchick suggested that Abraham expressed the dual role that
every Jew must play. On the one hand, he is a resident of his country and as such must work and
pray for its welfare, as Jeremiah urged his people on the threshold of exile. But, on the other
hand, the Jew in this world is always an alien, for his allegiance is to G-d and his goals are set
forth by the Torah.

This is a dual message and sometimes we feel it. While in America we do not have to
ask for special privileges, as we are citizens of this country, we feel at times that we are part of a
minority culture as the majority dominates the airwaves, the media and the public square. We
will feel it most of all as we near the Christmas season. Already we sense the majority culture
preparing for this great festival as we look forward to the minor festival of Hanukkah. While we
recognize that we will be wished a joyous Hanukkah many times in the media, by the time
Christmas comes Hanukkah will be long gone this year. It is that mixed message that sometimes
makes us feel part of the majority culture and, at other times, distances us.

As we prepared for the vote this past Tuesday, the Rabbinical Assembly sent out a
teacher’s guide for two chapters in the new book The Observant Life: The Wisdom of
Conservative Judaism for Contemporary Jews. The first chapter was written by my colleague,
Rabbi Jane Kanarek, on the topic of Citizenship. The second chapter was the one | authored on
the topic of Civil Morality. The author of the teacher’s guide, Rabbi Steven Brown, wanted to
elicit discussion on the many topics which are raised in the political and social arenas of our
country. These include separation of church and state; freedom of speech; freedom of the press;
freedom of assembly; religious displays; prayer in the public schools; school vouchers; and
conflicts between civil law and halakhah. Each of these topics is dealt with in the book in the



context of Jewish law and the privileges of citizenship. While we may be a minority in this
country, we have been granted equal rights, something that Abraham was not entitled to in his
day.

Rabbi Kanarek writes that, “While Judaism does not specifically advocate for democracy
over other forms of government, it does contain a strong democratic strain. This strain guides us
toward how to best live as citizens of a democratic society. We must speak out in speech and in
writing while being careful with our words. We must remember that a communal assembly has
more power than an individual. We must take responsibility for our tradition and lean it toward
equal treatment for all. We should all vote. Democracy provides us with a unique opportunity
of citizenship: the privilege of participating in and constructing a more just society.” This is a
tall order and Judaism has its own understanding, | believe, on many of these issues.

In this congregation, we may stand on different sides of the political aisle. We may agree
or disagree with one another, but the ability to debate these principles allows us to relate to the
health of our society and the strength of the democratic principles by which it lives.

The vote count on Tuesday night is now over. As partisan as we may have been in the
past few weeks and months, we must come together for the betterment of our society and our
country. This country is history’s greatest experiment of the form of democracy and we, the
Jewish people, have been granted rights and privileges in this democracy that we have never had
before in history. The way we act to better our society tells a great deal not only of our respect
for this country, but also the respect for our tradition. Politics has become partisan and
acrimonious. Citizenship should entail the fulfillment of responsibilities for the greater good and
the ideals by which this country was established. We must work to create a just society for all.
We must strive to ensure that equality is a sine qua non, for it is the basis of our democratic
ideals. We must work to enhance the life of all the citizens of this country, whatever their race,
creed or ethnic origin. There may be different visions of how we get there; but we must never
stray from these ideals and standards by which we live.

While I was in Israel last week, | was present at a conference on the future of the Jewish
people organized by the Jewish People Policy Institute of which I am a board member.
Approximately 120 people gathered from Israel and around the world to discuss the future of the
Jewish people. Four topics engaged our interest: the geopolitical landscape; agreeing to
disagree: Jewish peoplehood - between attachment and criticism; Jewish identity and
identification: new patterns, meanings and networks; and building a Jewish people perspective
on ways and means. Each of us was placed in a working group which then brought back a
summary and recommendations to the group as a whole. | was asked to sit in on the working
group on Jewish identity and identification. We had people from Israel, the United States, Latin
America and Europe, discussing what it means to be a Jew today both in the countries of the
Diaspora and in Israel. Our discussion was based on a paper written by Shlomo Fischer and
Suzanne Last Stone in which the authors attempted to challenge us to begin a discussion on new
patterns of Jewish identity.

In the paper the authors wrote: “Today, the vast majority of Jews live in the most
advanced Western countries, and for the most part, are part of the upper education and income



sectors of each country. Jews also possess a successful nation-state, with a strong military and
economy, which has a European per capita income.”

They asked us to look at the Jewish position in the world at-large, both from the majority
point of view in Israel and the minority point of view in the Diaspora. They suggested that,
“Certainly, a significant number of younger and older Jews see Judaism as bound up with social
justice and social and political change. Yet, there are an increasing number of Jewish
intellectuals and agenda-setting philanthropists and organizations promoting a conservative
agenda (in terms of economic policy or foreign and defense policy) in America and in Israel,
which is equally rooted in an intellectual vision of Judaism.” They note that there has been little
dialogue between these two points of view, for they come from various Jewish ideological
universes in which the common currency is mutual de-legitimization. Unfortunately, this does
not produce dialogue, only mutual incrimination.

Finally, they suggest that, “perhaps one basis of commonality between liberals and
conservatives can be found in Judaism-as-civilization approach. Both right and left can share the
notion that at the center of Judaism lies its social message. Within that common agreed upon
space, liberals and conservatives could argue about the essence of that social message and its
political and social implications.”

The discussion was far-reaching and while we didn’t solve any problems, we did, in our
discussions, help one another understand different positions in the Jewish political perspective
and the Jewish world.

It seems to me that the conclusion that Fischer and Stone offered is something that is
important not only for the Jewish community, but for the citizens of this country as well. We
may disagree totally with our neighbors, our business colleagues, even with members of own
synagogue. However, the discourse must be civil, the common cause must be just and the de-
legitimization of one point of view or another must be off-limits. Ethan Felson, vice president of
The Jewish Council for Public Affairs, wrote in the recent Sh’ma magazine that when there is no
civil discourse, “Our capacity to debate, share, listen, and compromise is diminished; eventually,
even our sense of klal Yisrael wanes. Rather than engaging in discourse that provokes new ways
of thinking — and that may even change minds — we find ourselves in camps, with large blocks of
Jewish voices that cannot comprehend how there could possibly be Jews who see important
issues in a different way. Voices on either side, buoyed by confirming networks, isolated from
earnest conversation across conflicts, enter the debate seeking a winner-take-all result. In the
end, we all lose. To the outside world, it is just noise.”

As citizens of this country we are allowed to be critical of its policies and politicians.
However, this past political campaign has impressed upon me once more the high level of
negative campaigning, ad hominem attacks, and diatribes that are part of the political universe.

It has turned off more people to politics than has excited them to be leaders in the political arena.
One wonders why an individual would want to go into politics when they learn what is ahead of
them. One can only hope that we can begin to better shape the political discourse.

We have come to the end of this election cycle and | pray that the wounds may be healed.
We are fortunate to live in a democracy which allows us our equal standing with others.



Abraham, our ancestor, was not so fortunate and he had first get permission from the Hittites for
a plot of land for Sarah’s burial. From their response it is only because he was of privileged
status that they were willing to grant him that access.

May we appreciate the freedoms that we have, work towards bettering our society and, as
a Jewish people, bring the values of our tradition and our heritage to bear both here and in Israel
to create a world order based upon justice, equality and well-being for all.



