Rabbi, please start talking issues: The
role of religion in complex times

This shiur is kindly sponsored by Jack and Barbara Segal in honor of the yahrzeits
of Jack’s sister, Sima bat Alexander Zisha Halevi, and Barbara’s father Yosef Meir
ben Mordechai Halevi.

Rabbis and Politics
1. "Dear Rabbi, Please Stop Talking Politics from the Pulpit”, NjicliloIgeaiok A

Rabbi, 1 think you’ve great. 1 love it when you talke about Torah, when you introduce me to the spiritual
insights of past genervations, when you invoke the values of our ancient tradition. 1 even like hearing you
make the appeals on Yom Kippur and the various Magel Tov announcements. But when you talk about
politics, I wish you would just sit down and shut up.

I kenow you're a learned person, and I respect your intelligence and insight. You spent many years poring
over the holy books. But when you veer away from the Torah and into politics, you've an am-ha aretz [boor].
You are uniquely ill-informed and, forgive me, totally wrong.

Let’s start with something really basic: Do you actually think that everyone in your congregation votes like
you? Sertously? Since when has that happened in Jewish history? We’ve always been “two Jews, three
opinions.” Any given shul, no matter how liberal, will certainly have a number of conservatives in the pews;
and the smallest right-wing shtiebel will shelter a few lefties. Are you trying to drive us out of shul?

Certainly, we need to be sensitiged to our connection to Isvael. Thank you for reminding us that it’s a tiny
Jewish island in a sea of hostile-to-belligerent Avab neighbors. We really appreciate your encouraging us to
come together as a people to support those who bravely protect Israeli citizens from harm, and mourn the
innocent victims of terrovism. Thank you for demanding that we uphold our moral obligation to support
our fellow Jews, our extended mishpachah, wherever they may live. We depend on you to always keep the
prophetic imperative alive in our congregation, helping us remember that that we have responsibilities to
the larger society in which we live.

But when you invoke the latest tragedy to support your interpretation of how I should vote, 1 want to stand
up and stomp out of the sanctuary in protest. And you know that 1 sit in the front row, so no one will
mistake why I'm leaving.

1 https://forward.com/life/faith/430653/dear-rabbi-please-stop-talking-politics-from-the-
pulpit/
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Rabbi, I'm writing this under a pseudonym because 1 don’t want to embarass you. I veally care for you and
am aware of all the wonderful things you do for our community. You visit the sick, you comfort the
bereaved, you counsel the distressed, and you inspive us to become more connected to our tradition. You
help me become a better person, and that’s why I love coming to shul.

But if you utter one more word about how you want me to vote, 1 won’t come back to shul.
And how is it a good thing for you to alienate dedicated members of the shul like me? We will just end up
going to another congregation wherve people think just like us, further contributing to the polarigation of

the Jewish people, the very same baseless hatred that has historically plagued us since the destruction of the
Temple two thousand years ago.

So, rabbi: if you want to teach us Torah, if you want to sensitize us to become better Jews, even if you want
to give us a little mussar [rebuke] — let’s have it.

But please, leave your personal political opinions outside. We need more space where we can focus on what
brings us together as a people - not what drives us apart.

Ploni Almoni, a psendonym for an active member of an Orthodox Jewish synagogue, knows a lot more about politics than the
rabbi.

Pitfall #1: The Fiddler on the Roof Rabbi

Pitfall #2: Issues not Politics
2. Responsa, Radvaz 965(530), Chelek 3
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ethical questions of our day. There is a businessman who wants

to know the decision of Torah on price collusion and the housewife
who seeks instruction on how to treat her maid. There is a young
man who is interested not only in the morality but also in the
ethics of courtship, and the government employee who wants to know
how far he may go in accepting unofficial gifts. Halakhah can
yield such guidance; if we do not know all the answers of Halakhah
it is because we need scholars to search more diligently and in
greater scope and depth than has been done heretofore.

But nevertheless, the greatest majority of the problems that
occurs to us can, without new halakhic research, be dealt with
decisively and lucidly by Torah. Our Torah is an upright one when
we make the decision to @nsult it in these practical problems. This,
indeed, is the difference between an ideal and a principle: An ideal

is an abstraction to which we offer our gesture of respect; a

principle is that which governs our very real conduct. The luhot
are symbols or ideals; the Sefer Torah is a principle or guide. We
have no dearth of ideals; we are sorely lacking in committing our

lives to relevant principles. If our Torah is to be a Torah, it

must be upright, ready-to-use.

Is there Neutral Ground?
4. Chovos Halevovos, Shaar Avodas Elokim, Perek 4
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Hence, human actions fall into the categories of good and bad. The intelligent person is one
who weighs his actions before he does them, as is here set forth, examines them carefully with
his mind and recognition, chooses what is good among them and abandons what is not good,
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as David, peace be unto him, said: "I thought on my ways and turned my feet unto Your
testimonies. | made haste and did not delay to keep Your commandments" (Tehilim 119:59-
60).
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That this division of deeds into good and evil is correct is proved in the wise man's statement:
"For G-d will bring every deed into judgment with every secret thing, whether it be good or
evil" (Koheles 12:14). The sage thus places all actions under two categories, good and bad;
this coinciding with what we call praiseworthy and reprehensible.

5. Ein Aya, Brachos, Siman 4
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6. Devarim 6:18
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Do what is right and good in the sight of the LORD, that it may go well with you and that you
may be able to possess the good land that the LORD your God promised on oath to your fathers,

7. Ramban, ad loc.
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(18) And do right and good in the eyes of the Lord. The contextual meaning of this verse is, keep
God's commandments, testimonies, and laws, and prepare them to do what is good and right in
God's eyes alone. And for "it may go well with you," (Deuteronomy 6:18b) it is a promise. It says,
that by doing what is good in God's eyes it will be good for you, because God brings what is good to
those who are good and right in their hearts. And our Rabbis in the beautiful midrash (BK 100a)
said: This refers to a compromise, acting beyond the strict demands of the law. And the intention of
this is that from the beginning God said to keep God's commandments, testimonies, and laws as
God has commanded them. And now, it says: even regarding what God did not command, pay
attention to do what is good and right in God's eyes, because God loves goodness and
righteousness. And it is important because it is impossible to mention in the Torah (what should be)
everyone's conduct; with their neighbors and friends, in any business matter, and regarding
ordinances of any town or country, because the Torah already mentions many of these laws, such as:
"Do not gossip" (Leviticus 19:16); "You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge" (Leviticus 19:18);
"You shall not stand idly by the blood of your neighbor" (Leviticus 19:16); "You shall not insult the
deaf" (Leviticus 19:14); "You shall rise before the aged" (Leviticus 19:32), etc. Once more for
emphasis, generally one should do what is good and right regarding everything, including
compromise, acting beyond the strict demands of the law. - (Other examples of that can be found in
rabbinic literature) like what was mentioned regarding "the law of one whose field borders the field
of his neighbor" (BM 108a); and even what they said, (Regarding the depiction of the worthy prayer
leader) “and his youth was becoming and he is humble and accepted by the people,” (Taanit 16a);

and "he does not speak pleasantly with other people" (Iloma 86a) - until one reads about all matters
of honesty and integrity.

Consulting on non-Torah Topics

8. Igros HaKodesh, perek 22
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9. Meeri, Avos 6:1
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The Place of Rabbonim
10. Daas Torah, Jewish Observer, 1994, Rabbi Berel Wein

Insightful analysis, honest opin-
ion, and good advice, on either per-
sonal or communal issues, are hard
to come by in our world. Whom
should we ask? The professionals
who attempt to run Jewish life? The
politicians who lost our trust long

ago? The thinkers and scholars
whose private lives and public pe
sona are less than exemplary? Whe
should one turn for advice, for coun-
sel, for background and perception,
perspective and a historical view? The
Jewish people have always found
their heroes, mentors and guides
amongst the great Torah figures. It is
the arrogance of the twentieth-cen-
tury secular “scholarship”-oriented,
Jewish world that allows it to think
that somehow the concept of Daas
Torah is irrelevant to our modern,
educated society.

11. Hesped for Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzinski, September 1940, Hapardes, Rav Yosef Dov
Soloveitchik
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