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Religion & Politics 

Delivered by Rabbi Noah Arnow on October 20, 2012 

 

Carol Greenberg? Jeremy Epstein? Susan Katz?  Barry Green? Cary Latke? Latke?!  

Does anyone recognize these names?  These were a few of those undecided voters recently 

involved in politics—they asked questions at the presidential debate at Hofstra University 

this week.  And we have reason to believe they might be Jewish.   

For the next three weeks, Rabbi Krupnick and I will be offering thoughts on the 

question, “Do religion and politics mix?”   

The first question is, “Well, what are religion and politics?”  A religion is a group of 

people that adhere to a particular set of beliefs and practices.  And politics?  Politics is 

really about forming, directing, or administrating government.   

And these two things—religion and politics, have been the two professional 

passions in my life.  From when I was a senior in high school until I was in my mid-

twenties, I worked consistently on political campaigns and in government.  And that was 

really the time of my Jewish awakening too.  My work in politics was bracketed on one side 

by a first summer Israel experience, and on the other side by leaving a career in politics for 

rabbinical school.  For me, my passion, my experience, and really my identity are a mix of 

politics and religion, of government and gemara (sorry I couldn’t resist!).  But let’s look at 

this issue a little more broadly and carefully.   

 We can think about the relationship between politics and religion in the abstract, or 

in the Torah, or for the Rabbis, or for Judaism generally, or at times and places In Jewish 

history.  But we in this room are perhaps most interested not in how the Talmud 

understands this relationship, nor how Jews in Tel Aviv at Israel’s founding or in Medieval 

Spain or in the American South during the Civil War understood the intersection of religion 

and politics, although these are all interesting questions.  We want to know about today, 

and we want to know about here—New Jersey, and America.   

 Perhaps the reigning paradigm in the non-Orthodox Jewish world, which has 

predominantly been a politically liberal demographic, has been the separation of church 

and state.  School prayer, nativity scenes on public property, anti-Semitism and 

discrimination—these have been the bread and butter church-state issues of the Anti-

Defamation League, for example, since its founding in 1913.   

 Every time a Jewish kid sings a Hanukkah song in addition to Christmas songs in 

school, and feels a little bit of Jewish pride, that’s about government not preferring one 

religion to another.   

 And this approach—a strict separation between church and state, has also found its 

way into the rift that is our nation’s politics.  The so-called Christian Right seeks to make 

policy, to make legislation and law, based on fundamentalist Christian interpretation of 

Bible, which is to say, they seek to make our government’s policies and our nation’s laws 

reflect the policies and laws of their religion.   
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 And the classic liberal response has been that religion and politics shouldn’t mix—

we should not be subject to someone else’s religious opinion.  If defining the moment life 

begins is a religious question, then no religion should have the opportunity to use the 

government to foist its opinion onto others who do not share that same religious belief.   

 That’s an argument I happen to agree with.  But there’s something lost when we 

make this argument.  By rejecting the rights of others to use the language of religion to 

justify and drive politics, we become hypocritical if we then speak to issues of public policy 

from a place of faith, from Torah, and Talmud, from halakha—Jewish law, and aggadah—

Jewish legend.  We can’t have our cake and eat it too.   

 The reality is, political fights are religious fights, whether we like it or not.  A truly 

secular politics has not come about, so if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.   

But it’s not only that everyone’s doing it that makes religion an imperative element 

of politics.  The truth is, the values that underlie our policy debates, on both sides of these 

debates, the values are religious values.  These are values like opportunity, freedom, 

fairness, compassion, hard work, human dignity, education, the value of life, being stewards 

of the environment—I’m confident that many of us here could put a Jewish frame and give 

a Jewish text that supports these values.   

Our values, our sense of morality, flows from who we are as Jews, whether from our 

sacred texts, or from an inherited, experienced Jewish culture.  

And this is not to say that one particular set of values flows from Judaism.  I’ve said 

it before and I’ll say it again.  If anyone ever tells you, this is what Judaism says about X or Y, 

don’t believe them, because Judaism says lots of things about everything.  You can be a 

Romney supporter, or a Tea Party stalwart, and have the Jewish tradition firmly on your 

side.  You can be an Obama partisan, or member of the Occupy movement, and have Jewish 

tradition firmly on your side.   

But I want go out on a limb here.  What you cannot do is call yourself a Jew and say 

you don’t care about politics.  The Torah is fundamentally about how to help humanity live 

not in anarchy but together, and in harmony.  The Torah tells the story of people, and of our 

people, in Genesis and Exodus through to the redemption from Egypt.  Leviticus and parts 

of Numbers detail the Temple-based system for interacting with God.  These are two of the 

three pillars of the Torah.  And the third, found in Exodus, a little in Leviticus, and 

especially in Deuteronomy, are the laws governing human interactions.   

Mizvot bein adam l’chavero, between people, constitute a staggering amount of 

Jewish law.  Judaism is political to its core, and an involvement in working, even in ways as 

detached as voting, to bring our government, which is necessary, yet human and thus 

necessarily flawed, but working to bring our government to a higher place, to achieve more, 

to help more, to hurt less, to live up to its ideals, to our ideals—this is a, if not the, mission 

of the Jewish people.   

For me, the fundamental reason politics are important is because I see my role in the 

world as to help people, to help people live in dignity, as befits those created in the Divine 



3 

 

image, to alleviate suffering and increase truth and justice, peace and love and joy in the 

world.  This is, for me, what it means to be a Jew.  But I am only one person.  And the unique 

ability of government is to effect change on a scale larger than one on which any individual, 

or even group of individuals, can.   

 So, do religion and politics mix?  No—they don’t mix any more than water can mix 

with itself.  Because religion and politics are really two sides of the same coin.  Religion is 

the why.  Politics is the what.   

 I can’t tell you who to vote for.  But make voting a Jewish act—as you make your 

decisions, use your Jewish values and knowledge to inform your decision if you have not 

yet made up your mind, or to support your decision if you mind is already made up.   

 Shabbat shalom.   

 


