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I love politics.  Since I was six and helped my dad pass out campaign

literature for the Michigan gubernatorial election, it has been a big part of

my life.  My family was active in local politics.  In 1968, we hosted an event

for the unsuccessful Democratic presidential candidate Morris Udall.  I

worked actively on a successful United States Senate campaign in the

‘70s for Donald Riegle, attended rallies and became a precinct delegate

myself.

My dad was a fifteen-term county legislator, honest to the core, who never

lost an election, regardless of whether his district had a Democratic or

Republican majority or was mixed.  I love politics because, at its best,

politics seeks to transform society into meeting its most positive potential.

I hate politics.  Ever since I was a kid and learned of the dishonesty and

manipulation that certain politicians brought to their supposed public-

service career, it hasn’t been all that difficult to spot the hypocrisy.  I

watched two consecutive mayors of Detroit use their race, their influence

and their power to bring a once-proud city to bankruptcy, prior to the

city’s magnificent turnaround in recent years.  I hate politics because

most people don’t want to be involved, thus leaving the public good open

to a wide assortment of charlatans who shouldn’t be anywhere near the

cookie jar.



During the 2000 Bush/Gore election, I stayed up until 4 am waiting to see

who would win the presidency and that was long before staying up until

4am became a frequent part of my schedule.  In fact, one of the most

frustrating aspects of being a rabbi is that I don’t think it would be proper

for me to work on a political campaign.  Nor is it ever appropriate to

endorse a political candidate from the bimah.  The Sanctuary is a holy

place where Democrats, Republicans and Independents should all feel

comfortable.

It is not our political perspective which brings us together tonight.  We are

part of a Jewish community and if anyone should understand how to do

politics correctly, it is the people who take pride in the phrase “two Jews,

three opinions.”

Our tradition, dating back nearly two millennia, to the days of the rabbinic

discussions and debates of the Talmud, often recognizes both the majority

opinion and the minority opinion.  We are taught “eilu v’eilu divray Elohim

hayyim, both these AND these are the words of the living God.  No one has

total possession of the truth.

That should be obvious, however I feel compelled to state the obvious

because our society, our nation, our world . . . all are dealing with



existential issues which are extraordinarily compelling.  The nuclear

agreement with Iran is a topic about which I have very strong feelings.

The Iranian leadership has spent decades declaring their genocidal

intentions toward Israel.   The thought of a terror state like Iran suddenly

gaining access to $150 billion of funds is enormously troubling.

And yet, people much wiser than me, Americans and Israelis more

schooled in the specifics of the situation than me, support this agreement.

Hundreds of these military, governmental and political leaders who love

Israel and advocate for Israel regularly, believe that this deal is a real plus

for Israel.  They argue that the Jewish community and Israel supporters

everywhere should be lining up behind President Obama’s agreement,

rather than fighting against it.

And for every one of those esteemed military, governmental and political

leaders who support the deal, there is an equal number of esteemed

military, governmental and political leaders, both in America and in Israel,

who oppose the deal as a threat to Israel’s existence.  They view it as a

catalyst for nuclear proliferation throughout the entire Middle East.

So, standing here in Pearl River tonight, what can I say?  I am certainly not

qualified to argue the facts against Israeli generals or the Joint Chiefs of



Staff.  Whatever my belief, whatever your belief, the beauty of America is

that we are free to discuss and debate with others.  Because no one has

total possession of the truth, it is vitally important to recall that even more

important than what we say is how we say it.

More than forty years ago, a national evangelical campaign targeted “you

know who” for conversion.  Of course, this was not the first time and it will

not be the last.  However, those who targeted the Jewish community

during “Key 73” were stunned when their expression of love was rebuffed

by a Jewish community which saw it as insulting.

Though the missionaries knew that they possessed the truth of Jesus’ love

being able to save humanity, Jews were offended when told that the

religious heritage which our ancestors lived by and died for was invalid.

When one attacks the legitimacy of another, there is little possibility of

compromise.  It is only when people with different positions understand

that good people can disagree agreeably, that our world can move

forward.  Pluralism, rather than exclusivity, is the recipe for America, the

recipe for freedom.  America is a melting pot of peoples and ideas;  it is

not King George.



And so we come to the presidential campaign of 2016, which is actually

longer than a major league baseball season by almost the length of . . . a

major league baseball season.  I suppose that it takes all of this time to

weed out the weirdos and wackos that so many people fall for initially.

In some ways, it reminds me of dating.  In many fundamentalist religious

communities, people get married after knowing each other for a very brief

period of time.  The problem, of course, is that it takes a long time for a

couple to learn whether or not they are truly compatible.

Most of us who have dated remember at least one relationship which

seemed promising on the first date or maybe even the first few weeks

before ending up in the trash.

During this summer, we watched several plain-talking candidates spit vile

and venom in every direction.  With no apparent concern for manners,

diplomacy, working together or other personality traits which one actually

needs to run a government, these candidates trash science, stereotype

large groups of people, insult respected professions and ultimately end up

demeaning and debasing themselves.

The media, with lots of time to fill during the summer, has eaten it all up.

However, like that early relationship which seemed so exciting, once we



begin to dig below the surface, we often discover that the emperor has no

clothes.  Aggressively insulting and attacking others is a classic

technique for intimidating the media into not asking challenging questions

or not looking at a candidate’s past record.

For better or worse, those whom we elect are a reflection of who we are.

Sad to say, we often get exactly what we deserve.  One of our past Temple

presidents, who worked for decades as a poll worker, used to decry the

voters of East Ramapo.  He said “they complain all of the time, but they

don’t come out to vote.”  Complaining without voting makes as much

sense as expecting to win the lottery without buying a ticket.

It has been said that “good dates do not necessarily make good mates.”

Many of the most interesting presidential candidates would not necessa-

rily be the best presidents.  Some are running because they want to move

America forward or backwards.  Others are running to advance their

personal brand or a particular philosophy.

Historically, whether it was Eugene McCarthy, Howard Dean or Ross

Perot, we have listened to those who did not fit the traditional mold.

They have often been more interesting than the candidate we ultimately

selected.  However, in the end, we realized that for all their style, they

were not the long-term solution.



Swagger does not translate into effectiveness.  Many presidential

candidates have run against Washington, but the President ultimately

does not possess the power to be a dictator.  The President needs to work

cooperatively with Congress.

Taking a principled stand against science or acting like a bully or a

spoiled brat may make for good entertainment.  However, ultimately, it will

not draw the votes needed to win.

On this Rosh Hashana, we consistently talk about all we have done wrong.

At the same time, the most offensive of all the candidates consistently

proclaims “I didn’t do anything wrong!”

More important than being the first woman, the first black Republican, the

first person with no previous elected experience, the first socialist or the

first anything else is being the most effective person to lead our nation.

That should be the result of a process of discussing and debating the

issues.  However, it is a long-standing truth in American politics that many

of us prefer to be entertained than informed.  Look at political campaigns

in the 19th century and you will be shocked at the vitriolic daggers which



candidates exchanged.  It makes today’s politics seem tame by

comparison.

We say that we want candidates to discuss the issues.  The truth is that we

are drawn, like moths to the flames, to candidates who are exciting, who

often feed our base emotions, our prejudices and our fears.

A few weeks ago, our Torah portion spoke of the laws of conquest in war.

Israelite men were told that if they captured a beautiful woman during war

and wanted her, they could, indeed, bring the woman back into their

home, but they could not touch her for a month and had to allow her to

mourn the loss of her past connections.

If the man still wanted her after a month, he could marry her.  However,

the Torah clearly hoped that the adrenaline rush of war, the passion of

capturing this beautiful woman and the rush of emotion would subside

with the passage of time and that the man would release the woman.

Our nation has many very important issues which need to be discussed

and debated intelligently.  Sound bites and false promises, bluster and

bravado, will not help us to discover who is best suited to lead our nation.



Personalities certainly help to make campaigns more interesting.

However, ultimately, our nation is about laws, checks and balances,

procedures, diplomacy and recognizing the rights of all people.  If we

hope to advance as a nation, if we here hope to advance as a Jewish

community, we dare not stereotype any group of people as a whole,

whether they are Mexicans, Hasidic Jews or anyone else.

As Jews, we have been the victim of charismatic speakers who swayed

their crowds with passionate words.  We understand, more than anyone

else, that it is important to focus more on the story than the headline.

We are not necessarily called upon to be the loudest and the most

passionate;  we are, however, called upon to be bright, a light unto the

nations.

Many people enter politics with noble ideals.  The system often chews

them up.  Whom we end up with as a Democratic candidate, a Republican

candidate and possibly independent candidates is going to depend on

whether we make the campaign about the best that is in us or the worst.



In most realms of life, we want transparency.  So far, the campaign

resembles a mud-wrestling contest.  Let us not act too emotionally or be

too quick to make our decisions.

Politics, like religion, plays a vital role in American society.  However,

when good people fail to get involved in them, a void is left for other

people to do great damage.

In the end, what you or I believe probably will not change the world.  What

matters most is that we maintain our relationship, keeping the channels of

communication open, even when we disagree.

Our leaders are a reflection of ourselves.  On this Rosh Hashana, we ask

ourselves who we are, where have we been, what do we want to look like

going forward?   There are about two dozen presidential candidates out

there so far;  which one will we select to represent the best that is in us,

the best that we can be as individuals and as a nation?  Only time and our

votes will tell.  May we all choose calmly and wisely.  AMEN


