
Yom Kippur day 2020 

  

Dear Roni, Tom, Danielle and Yonatan, 
  

I want you to be proud of me. 
  

I want you to proud of me as your father and as a person. I want you 
to be proud of me as a rabbi. 
  

You push me to be the best father and person I can be, but when it 
comes to being a rabbi, I find myself wondering if I am doing all I can 
to create the kind of world that I want you to grow up in and to be able 
to raise your children in. 
  

Plato’s words: “The penalty that good [people] pay for not being 
interested in politics is to be governed by [people] worse than 
themselves” echo in my head, warning that passivity and withdrawal 
from the political realm carry terrible risks: 
  

I know that as a rabbi I have a unique opportunity.  I have a pulpit from 
which I can make my voice heard, from which I can try to open hearts 
and change minds, to educate, motivate, and yes, also guilt people 
into action. 
  

I am reminded of the words of Rabbi Prinz, who spoke in Washington, 
immediately before Dr. King delivered his “I have a dream speech”, 
and he said:  
  

“When I was the rabbi of the Jewish community in Berlin under the 
Hitler regime, I learned many things. But the most important thing that 
I learned under those tragic circumstances was that bigotry and hatred 
are not ‘the most urgent problem.” The most urgent, the most 
disgraceful, the most shameful and the most tragic problem, is silence. 
A great people which had created a great civilization had become a 
nation of silent onlookers. They remained silent in the face of hate, in 
the face of brutality and in the face of mass murder. 
America must not become a nation of onlookers. America must not 
remain silent. … It must speak up and act, from the President down to 



the humblest of us … for the sake of the idea and the aspiration of 
America itself. 
  

And yet, for the last 10 years, when it comes to politics - I have been 
silent.  
  

  

 I do not want you, or my congregation with whom I am sharing this 
letter with, to be disappointed in my actions, or lack of action, So I 
write this letter to you, sharing my personal challenge on the matter. 
  

David Ben Gurion once gave some simple but direct advice to a group 
of rabbinic acquaintances: “Rabbis — stay out of politics.”  
  

Seems like simple advice, right?  
But in truth the questions of what is considered political, and the role 
of politics and the pulpit, are ones all rabbis regularly struggle with, 
especially during these days of awe, even more so in an election year. 
  
Ben Gurion’s words sound good advice because in the toxic political 
environment we live in, any opinion expressed from the bimah will 
immediately alienate someone in our congregation. 
  

It sounds like simple advice because while I do pray for divine 
inspiration, it rarely is granted to me. I wish I had some insights others 
do not have about political solutions for complex problems, but I don’t. 
 
It sounds like solid advice, because our non-profit tax codes, while 
allowing me to discuss political issues prohibit showing any support 
for, or opposition to, a particular candidate or party, an impossible task 
to achieve in the extremely divisive political world we live in. 
 
And yet, I find myself struggling. It is not that simple. 
 
While I deeply believe in the separation of church and state - I agree 
with John Locke, who argued that the state should separate itself from 
the church, not the other way around. 



Government's role is to protect its citizen’s rights - not to impose 
morality. And the role of the church is to bring forth citizens who are 
rooted in the very morality and virtue that the state is not equipped to 
provide. 
 
In the world we live in - one of relative values, where people in 
positions of power often ignore basic values to justify their behaviors, 
it must be a primary function of spiritual leaders to draw from the 
wellsprings of Jewish tradition- to highlight that values such as justice, 
humility, caring for the poor and for the stranger, loving one’s neighbor 
as oneself MUST be at the heart of any political decision taken.  
 
I asked about 100 of my colleagues for their opinion on politics and 
the pulpit, their answers were split almost in half. 
 
Rabbi Sharon Brause from Ikar in Los Angeles says “There’s no such 
thing as decoupling religion and politics, It is a talking point used to 
silence those who come from the prophetic tradition, people who really 
believe our tradition calls us to stand with the poor, the vulnerable and 
the stranger.”  
 
Another colleague said: “Since speaking about the world can be a 
POLITICAL statement, and not speaking is a Political statement - I 
choose to speak -Ultimately, it is impossible for a rabbi to be apolitical; 
through speech or silence, rabbis advance political agendas.” 

 
On other side stands Rabbi David Wolpe who was the first one to 
spark an intense, multi-denominational conversation about politics 
from the bimah by publishing in 2017 an article titled “Why I Keep 
Politics Off the Pulpit,” in which he describes a no-win situation for 
rabbis taking political stances. 
 
He argues that “The litmus test for religious legitimacy has become 
political opinion.” His advice: “Don’t tie your Torah to this week’s 
headlines. We are better, bigger and deeper than that.” 

 



With him stands Rabbi Steve Leder, senior rabbi of the Wilshire 
Boulevard Temple in LA who also steers from politics and holds on to 
the Talmudic teaching: “say little and do much, instead of me issuing 
proclamations about immigration, he says “we’ve built a social 
services center at one of our campuses where we feed 50,000 people 
a year, that is my statement.” 

 
Other colleagues strongly affirm that “It’s just wrong for the rabbi to 
cause people to feel like strangers in their own synagogue.” Or that 
“Our jobs are to unify and be consensus builders in our congregations- 
not to be a person who stokes division.” 

 
We Rabbis have been debating this issue dating back to the first days 
of our country. 
 
I find myself struggling.   
 
Because sometimes I want to be a student of the great Rabbis Max 
Heller and Issac Meyer Wise who continually chastised their 
congregants, urging them to shake off their middle-class complacency 
and materialism, constantly agitating them to break the status quo. 
 
There are other moments I want to be like the great Rabbi Stephen S. 
Wise who turned down the most important Job offers in New York at 
the beginning of the 20th century because he insisted that “I must 
have an absolutely independent pulpit, not dominated or limited by the 
views and opinions of the congregation.” 

 
But I ultimately decide to keep holding to my own truth: 
 
Because I believe that our temple should be, and indeed needs to be, 
a place where all Jews can come together and pray, regardless of 
who they vote for. 
 
I believe that there are enough organizations in which one can get 
involved and fight for political causes and temples are not one of 
those. 



We are one of the few places where people of differing ideologies can 
still come together and find common causes to fight for together. 
 
I believe that the role of the rabbi is to be a teacher and as any good 
teacher knows, you’re supposed to teach your students how to think, 
not what to think. Explicitly telling congregants who to vote for or what 
policies to endorse completely flies in the face of this basic principle. 
 
But above all - It would take immense hubris and shortsightedness to 
believe that there are objective Jewish “right answers” to most modern 
elections and policy issues. Part of what makes Judaism unique from 
most other religions is that Jews have been arguing about the 
meaning of the Torah and how best to apply it to their everyday lives 
for centuries.  
 
Jews study in chavruta paired with someone with whom you disagree 
on almost every issue. This is done not to torment people, but 
because any question with a clear and easy answer isn’t really worth 
discussing. Important issues, especially political ones, are almost 
never clear-cut, and to believe the opposite shows a genuine lack of 
nuance and historical perspective.  
 
Take for example the debate that took place in 1812 in Russia 
between the greatest chassidic leaders of the time. Should the Jews 
support Napoleon, feeling that he would free the Jews from Czarist 
anti-Semitism and oppression or Czar Alexander, arguing that while 
Napoleon might free the Jews from their physical shackles, he’d also 
“enlighten” them and free them from their religious strictures as well.  
Today, generations later, can anyone say with certainty which ruler 
was better for the Jews? Which Rabbi was right and which was 
wrong? 

 
As I shared on Rosh Ha’shana: “Eilu v’eilu divrei Elohim chayim – 
“These and those are the words of the living God” meaning that there 
are many authentic Jewish values even when they conflict with each 
other. 



Even when it seems to me that what I think is absolutely right, I must 
never assume it is. I must understand there are other ways to 
approach the same issue and offer different solutions. I understand 
other people have different priorities than I do. 
 
My dear kids, I do not shy away from politics. I have my solid political 
viewpoints and I believe in being politically active. When I became a 
US citizen in 2015, after a long 13-year process, being able to vote for 
the first time in the 2016 US election, was one of the most anticipated 
moments of my life. I just don’t think it is the right thing to bring these 
politics to my pulpit. 
 
I will keep talking about ethical and moral principles, even if people 
deem them to be political- but I never want to be partisan. 
 
I will do all I can to promote justice, equality, compassion, humility, 
decency, freedom, and peace - not only for Jews but for all people, 
without specifically endorsing one candidate or party or the other. I will 
advocate for the safety of the state of Israel and not allow Israel to 
ever become a partisan issue. 
 
I will keep using my unique role not to try and convince people they 
are wrong or validate others that they are right but rather to bring 
these two sides to realize they are still one people, under one God. 
At times - If people privately ask about my political views I might 
engage in that conversation. But not from the bimah. 
 
Rabbi Prinz ended his speech at the Lincoln memorial that day by 
saying: 
“The time, I believe, has come to work together – for it is not enough 
to hope together, and it is not enough to pray together, now is the time 
to work together to create a morally renewed and united America.” 

Roni, Tom Danielle and Yonatan - I promise to work hard, trying to 
find the balance between being silent and speaking up, so that I 
can create for you the world of your dreams. 
 
Love, Aba  


