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In March, 1938, one of the twentieth century’s most significant Jewish 

voices gave a speech in Germany.  Eight months prior to Kristallnakht,  

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel noted:  ““We have failed to 

fight for right, for  justice, for  goodness; as a result, we must now fight 

against wrong, against injustice, against evil. We have failed to offer 

sacrifices on the altar of peace; thus we offered sacrifices on the altar of 

war. Good and evil, that were once as real as day and night, have become 

a blurred mist. The vision of the sacred has all but died in the soul of man.  

 

We come together this morning as we do every year.  Far more important 

than how we arrived, however, is how we depart.  When we leave the 

synagogue on the High Holy Days, we should emerge recharged 

spiritually, reinvigorated ethically, inspired morally and Jewishly. 

 

Whether or not we think of ourselves as particularly religious, the High 

Holy Days serve as an essential reminder of who we are and what we 

stand for as a people.  For though we differ as individuals, as a people, we 

have traditionally stood for certain values.   

 

The Torah portion we read yesterday, the Binding of Isaac, once served 

as a radical proclamation that, unlike so many other religions, Judaism 

opposes human sacrifice. 



 

Of course today, that doesn’t sound so radical.  Unless, of course, we look 

at all of the ways in which our nation’s children are put to death, at rates 

which vastly exceed the rest of the world. 

 

Why do we, as a nation, watch children sacrificed on the altar of the 

Second Amendment?  Surely there are ways in which we can protect our 

children from wanton violence, while preserving the right to bear arms. 

 

Our service is a reminder of values that we, as a community, have held 

dear for thousands of years.  This morning, we were reminded of our 

mission to feed the hungry, welcome the stranger, protect the most 

vulnerable, practice social justice and much more. 

 

While our community has championed these values, each of us has our 

own perspective.  Nowhere is this more true than among Reform Jews. 

 

As a liberal, American Jewish community, we have championed certain 

values for two centuries.  Many of those values have become fundamental 

in American society, from workers’ rights to welcoming the immigrant. 

 

Of course, these and the other issues confronting our society are 

complex.  As a result, we don’t always agree, nor should we.    After all, in 



the Jewish community, dissent is not only a reality, it is expected;  we 

often even consider it to be a source of pride. 

 

The mist, as Heschel calls it, that separates us from God, has also 

separated us from friends and family.  Though 80% of American Reform 

Jews identify more liberally, that remaining 20% is entitled to the same 

respect which the 80% expect when among fellow liberal Jews. 

 

One might think, indeed, expect that Reform rabbis would understand this 

as well as anyone.  After all, we are constantly dealing with keeping 

emotions under control in the midst of controversies between 

congregants, on committees, in interactions with clergy and more. 

 

As I mentioned yesterday, for the past four years, I have served as the 

primary moderator for an online listserv of Reform rabbis.  Some eight 

hundred fifty Reform rabbis, in the United States and around the world, 

receive the digest I moderate, which contains questions, answers, 

pontification, publicity and occasional self promotion posts from rabbinic 

colleagues on a daily basis.   

 

During the past year, as many discussions focused on politics, primarily, 

but not exclusively in America, many rabbis literally became apoplectic 

when describing those who held views different from their own. 



 

For two thousand years, Judaism has been grounded on discussion and 

debate.  Arguments usually focused on the issues at hand and rarely 

descended to the personal level.  People will disagree.  It is their right.  

Jews will disagree.  It is our nature. 

 

Though we are all alike in so many ways, we are also different.  People of 

similar education, background, income, childhood neighborhood and 

even the same family often see the world differently. 

 

Many of us cannot understand why someone we like would support a 

particular policy or candidate.  Similarly, many of us cannot understand 

why people we know would not want to eat in our favorite restaurant, 

listen to lengthy stories of our vacation, wear the gifts that we gave them.  

However, just as we cannot fathom why they do what they do, so they may 

not understand why we do what we do. 

 

Most of us have strayed from or forgotten many of the pledges we made 

last Rosh Hashana.  The purpose of the prayer book is not to make us 

more religious, but to bring us closer to God and to our core values as a 

community. 

 



In rehearing and repeating those values, some of us are inspired to 

elevate our behavior.  Ideally, all of us will be inspired to do, strengthening 

our connection to some of the core Jewish values our community holds 

dear.  In theory, that can be done anywhere.  In reality, that is done most 

effectively as part of a community 

 

Every year, we stray as individuals and as a community from the best that 

is within us.  We come together today to be reminded of and reenergized 

by those values, those principles and that potential that is within us. 

 

We can make a better society for our loved ones, but it starts by getting 

rid of all of the cholesterol and plaque that is clogging our spiritual 

arteries.  We don’t have to take a pill;  we just have to take action.  We 

have to make changes. 

 

We can moderate the tone of our dialogue, we can actively try to show 

respect to those with different views and we can seek to keep the focus on 

the issues.  We can strive to wipe away the mist which separates us from 

God. 

 

It may mean going offline for awhile.  It may mean not watching so much 

political theatre.  We need to reset ourselves, as a Jewish community, to 

our default values;  we have to push aside all of the noise which prevents 



us from being our best, though it often resembles a thunderstorm, rather 

than a mist.   

 

For more than fifty years, the American Jewish community has been a 

leader in bringing the best of Judaism into the American system of values.  

 

An old legal saying notes “If you have the facts on your side, pound 

the facts. If you have the law on your side, pound the law. If you have 

neither on your side, pound the table."  

 

There are so many diversions in our society created by those whose 

agenda is to polarize our nation.  Their words and actions are frequently 

upsetting, which is probably why they are rotated out to the public only 

periodically. 

 

It is exhausting, but it is our responsibility, regardless of our political 

beliefs, to focus less on the words of those currently in Washington and 

more on the timeless words and values of our heritage, which apply 

equally to liberals, moderates and conservatives  . . ., Republicans, 

Democrats and Independents.   

 

Having recharged ourselves spiritually on this Rosh Hashana, it is now our 

responsibility to work to make our values a reality.  We dare not leave this 



Sanctuary unchanged today, not should we leave our nation unchanged in 

the coming year. 

 

The Biblical prophets faced all kinds of hostility when preaching their 

message, but they truly believed in the righteousness of their cause.  They 

were not motivated by personal gain or profit, only by bringing God’s 

vision of personal and communal potential to the people. 

 

We too, can block out the constant commotion.  We, too, can help our 

nation and help ourselves, not just to be the most bellicose, but to be our 

very best.   

 

By following the words of Abraham Joshua Heschel, by working for right, 

for justice and for goodness, we can succeed in removing the mist that 

has clouded the distinction between good and evil, right and wrong. 

 

May we succeed in preventing the vision of the sacred from dying in the 

heart of humanity, as it did in Heschel’s Germany, eighty years ago.  

AMEN 


