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Bekhira
Choice & Democracy

Grateful Citizen
Tamara Mann Tweel

I grew up the daughter of a significant
citizen. As a child, I knew that my
father left his law firm to work on
New York Democrat Daniel Patrick
Moynihan’s first Senate campaign
and before that taught case method
to students in Tanzania. I knew
he stood on a soap box in Union
Square during his college years to
argue against McCarthyism and
that he woke up early to read three
newspapers of different political persuasions. What I didn’t know, until
I was an adult, was how my father
made the choice to take his civic
obligations so seriously, why America
and the possibility of good government meant so very much to him.
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Last year, after open-heart surgery,
my father began telling his children
the story of his childhood and the
challenges he faced as the son of a
single mother with serious mental
health issues. He told us about where
he slept and where he hid, the books
he clung to and the experiences
he missed. My father did more than
share with us his hardships; he also
told us about his opportunities.
He received an excellent public
education, from elementary school
through college; looked to local
political organizations for needed
after-school jobs; and benefited from
public health institutions. By the
time my father entered into the
responsibilities of citizenship at age
21, he had a clear sense of gratitude
to his government and obligation to
his city, New York. This is not the
case for most of my students.

For the past 10 years, I have taught
civics and the great texts of American
democratic thought to New York City
public high school students and
Columbia University undergraduates.
I adore my students and admire their
grit, curiosity, and passion. I recognize
the many distinct experiences that
rightly inform their relationships to
this country. Yet despite their differences, my students have something in
common: They share an overarching
skepticism regarding the potential of
government and the value of a free
democracy.
We live in a country designed not
only for personal freedom but for
political freedom, for the rare opportunity to govern ourselves. The freedom
to self-govern has always been an
aspiration — contested and hardwon. It took almost 100 years for the
three-fifths clause, which inscribed
into the Constitution the violence of
slavery, to be overturned by the 14th
Amendment. It took almost another
100 years for the courts to fully
apply the protections inscribed into
the 14th Amendment. Without the
vigilance and sustained action of citizens, American democracy can easily
become an empty promise.
Democracy requires education. It
is not enough to know American
history or political philosophy; our
students must also feel that political
freedom is a gift worth striving for
and protecting. How we teach this
truth is one of the major challenges
of our time. This is an American challenge but it is also a Jewish one. And
it is a challenge our people can be at
continued on page 3
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On this page, our three commentators — two of whom are first-time voters — examine a verse from the Book of
Deuteronomy warning against becoming apathetic and indifferent. Our online version is interactive, and we
welcome your comments. —S.B.

Ben Rosenn: Rabbi Sid Schwarz makes an excellent

Sid Schwarz: The verse from Deuteronomy employs

point: We cannot afford indifference. This rings true
especially for young Americans. This fall, as I sat registering
my fellow college classmates to vote, I couldn't help but
be disappointed in the hundreds of students who claimed
to be too busy, too tired, or simply to not
care enough to cast their ballot.

this phrase in the context of the obligation to return lost
objects to the rightful owner. “Indifference” captures the
spirit of the verse, and its implications go far beyond
returning lost objects.
I cannot recall a time in my life when politics was so partisan, civil discourse so rare,
or our democracy so imperiled. Timothy
Snyder’s best-selling book On Tyranny draws
numerous parallels between Donald Trump’s
America and the rise of Nazism in Europe in
the 1930s. The analogies are not overblown.
Immigrants and people of color are being
demonized, hate is being sanctioned, the
press is dubbed an “enemy of the people.”

.

לא תוּכַ ל לְ ִה ְתﬠַ לֵּ ם
Lo tuchal l’hitaleym.
“You may not remain
indifferent.”

While many people of conscience have redoubled their efforts to enter the public
square, too many remain indifferent. We
– Deuteronomy 22:3
face a torrent of news that is hard to digest
and, before we can fully comprehend it, an
even more mind-numbing piece of news replaces it. Many citizens retreat from this onslaught, shutting
their eyes and disengaging from the political process.
The 18th-century conservative Irish statesman Edmund Burke is quoted as saying: “The only thing
necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” The Bible said it first though. We
cannot afford indifference. There are dozens of local and national nonprofits working to protect our
democracy. Choose to support them as well as candidates who prioritize integrity, independence, and
working for the common good. Finally, try to heal the partisan divide in America by reaching out to
those who do not look like you, think like you, or act like you.
Rabbi Sid Schwarz is a senior fellow at Hazon and the director of Kenissa: Communities of Meaning Network. He
is the author of several books, including Judaism and Justice: The Jewish Passion to Repair the World.

Josie Krieger: I never understood the power of indifference until I heard a recording
of Elie Wiesel’s speech “The Perils of Indifference.” In 1999, Wiesel broadcast to the world
details of his life during the Holocaust — a tale of indifference. “Indifference, after all,”
he said, “is more dangerous than anger and hatred.… Indifference elicits no response.”
Rabbi Sid Schwarz eloquently describes the dangerous implications of indifference as
politics becomes more partisan. Partisanship deepens when citizens choose which “facts” to believe.
We listen to the most persistent voices; we operate in an echo chamber where we support only our
own notions of the truthfulness of politicians, media, and facts.

This is not a knock against my generation. In
fact, according to the Tufts University newspaper and other sources, youth voter turnout
increased significantly during the 2018 midterms. Yet the easiest path to indifference is
to never care in the first place. Thus, college
students who have never voted before are
especially susceptible to apathy.
It is not enough to tell young people that
they have to vote for certain politicians
or for the sake of civic duty. Instead, we
can combat indifference by helping young
people understand why they should have
a stake in the democratic process — that
their voices and actions can help shape the
policies of the America that they will inherit.
We need open conversations with young
people in which we explore the core values
and issues that are most important to us —
such as relieving student debt or making
affordable healthcare available to a sick relative. Discussing these issues and the values
they represent might inspire college students
to become active in a political process. If a
college student can feel the tangible impact
of their vote, then they may be more likely to
shed their indifference and head to the polls.
Ben Rosenn is a first-year student at Emory
University in Atlanta. He is an executive board
member of Young Democrats of Emory and a
member of the Emory Hillel First Year Council.

As a 16-year-old watching the unconventional 2016 presidential elections, I saw members of my
town, State College Pennsylvania, become disinterested as they watched Fox, CNN, and NBC. The
community was seduced by indifference, for it is easier to ignore victims than empathize with them.
It is, as Wiesel described, “awkward, troublesome to be involved in another person’s pain and despair.”
My peers and I became angry at the apathy we encountered from the same people who control our
future. We decided to try to change that course of history. During the entire midterm election campaign,
students volunteered to register their peers at Penn State University. This collective student effort to
decrease the indifference on campus was inspiring. As I exited the polling station as a first-time voter
on Nov. 6, 2018, I heard applause from the people in line around me. They applauded not just for
first-time voters, but for the students’ collective desire to act.
“Everyone would vote if they clapped like this,” my friend said as we left. I agreed. Encouraging
activism among our friends and family, whether or not we agree with their beliefs, is important because
encouragement breeds empathy, the kryptonite of indifference.
Josie Krieger is a freshman at Penn State University studying history, economics, and French. During the 2018
midterm elections, she voted for the first time.
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the forefront of addressing.
Jews have been among the great
beneficiaries of American freedom.
We have been free to practice our
faith and to pursue opportunities.
We have been blessed by security
and insulated from fear. In 1984,
Rav Moshe Feinstein urged all
Jewish Americans to uphold the
principle of hakaras hatov, gratitude.
He wrote, “On reaching the shores
of the United States, Jews found a
safe haven…. It is incumbent on
each Jewish citizen to participate in
the democratic system which guards
the freedoms we enjoy.”
Today, when democracy seems so
very fragile, it is time to renew our
commitment to the noble aspirations
of this country and articulate how we,
as Jews, will fulfill our responsibilities
as grateful citizens.
Dr. Tamara Mann Tweel is the director and
co-founder of Civic Spirit, an initiative
of Hillel’s Office of Innovation, and a
research fellow at the Shalom Hartman
Institute of North America.

We’ll Never Be Royals
Abby Michelson-Porth

The foundational creed of Judaism
aligns magnificently with that of
America. Where the Jewish creed rests
in an individual’s relationship to God,
and in one’s deeds, justice, fairness,
and the utilitarian good, the American
creed is devoted to individual liberty,
self-government, equal opportunity,
and sovereign states’ belonging
to a union. Similarly rooted in
the philosophy of enlightenment,
historically, both modern Jewry and
America have been committed to
liberalism: a philosophy that supports
the principles of independence,
equality, freedom of the expression
of ideas, the communal good, and
— very importantly — opposition to
royal control.
For Jews, faithfulness to these
ideals is central to our particular
ethnic and religious tradition and
is also necessary for our own safety
in a diverse and modern society.
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History has taught us harshly that
we are secure only when we live
in a robust democracy and where
there is cohesion in civil society. We
know well the ramifications of the
decay of democracy and the rise of
authoritarianism, the consequences
of strains in the social fabric, with
neighbors betraying one another.
This is a precarious moment in our
nation’s history and in our world.
Authoritarianism and demagoguery
are on the rise globally. In America,
the past two years have seen a
dramatic uptick in antisemitic
incidents, rhetoric, and imagery in
political races and neo-Nazis marching
in broad daylight. While these are not
unprecedented issues, what is new is
the twin phenomenon of a president
offering nativist praise to neo-Nazis
who shouted “Jews won’t replace us”
in Charlottesville, and a truly massive
interfaith, intercultural national
embrace of neighbors and community
leaders who said, after the Tree of Life
synagogue shooting, that the grassroots
of America will protect us.
The rise of antisemitism is not our
only concern. Our liberal values — a
commitment to pluralism and freedom
from royal tyranny — is under assault.
To be sure, authoritarian demagogues
can be democratically elected. But
liberalism demands that we fight
against the narrowness of such rule
and fight for the values embedded
in our nation and our Jewish
tradition. The Protect Democracy
Project, a bipartisan nonprofit in
New York and D.C. reminds us
that there are six hallmarks to the
decay of a democracy: politicization
of independent institutions, the
spreading of disinformation, executive
power grabs, quashing of dissent, the
delegitimizing of specific communities,
and corrupting of elections.
There is ample evidence that these
are under way. The executive branch
has attacked the Department of
Justice and the judiciary, which are
meant to operate with independence.
It has made unsubstantiated claims
that certain news outlets spread
lies and has stated that the media
is the “enemy of the people.” And,
it has demanded that civil servants
3

be loyal to the president. As well,
the administration continues to
inaccurately insist that it is above the
law and cannot be sued. State officials
have employed extreme partisan
gerrymandering and curtailed voter
access, with the aim of suppressing
voting rights of people of color. And
the separation of children from their
parents and the firing of tear gas by
the U.S. border patrol at immigrants
seeking asylum late last year and
early this year are further examples of
“othering” in our nation today.
Jews know well this toxic stew.
American writer James Baldwin
contended, “[T]he great force of history
comes from the fact that we carry it
within us, are unconsciously controlled
by it in many ways, and history is
literally present in all that we do.”
The alarm has sounded, and people
within the Jewish philanthropic and
nonprofit sectors need to collaborate in
addressing this urgent matter. Powerful
change happens at the intersection
of well-funded, risk-taking idealism
and expert, practical, indefatigable
work. Together, the leadership of these
sectors can advance a pro-democracy
agenda to promote our Jewish and
American aspirations for our nation
— advocating for the separation of
powers, the independence of the
judiciary, unfettered voter access,
and congressional oversight. And
we should demand that political
candidates and officials denounce
authoritarianism and redouble efforts
to strengthen democratic institutions
and norms. Equally important, we
must work to influence change by
building on the extraordinary
grassroots efforts when our Jewish
community comes under attack, and
continue to stitch together the fabric of a
healthy society by offering mutual aid.
Democracy is a well-tended, neverfinished garden. Our sacred teachings
in Pirkei Avot provide a powerful
imperative: “It is not [our] responsibility
to finish the work, but neither are [we]
free to desist from it” (2:21).
Abby Michelson-Porth is executive director
of the Jewish Community Relations Council of
San Francisco, the Peninsula, Marin, Sonoma,
Alameda and Contra Costa Counties.
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For Jews, It’s Fairness &
Justice Over and Above
Democracy
Jill Jacobs

Democracy is not inherently Jewish.
That might be a hard statement to
hear, especially with so many of our
communities engaged in a desperate
and necessary effort to protect
democracy in the United States, Israel,
and around the world.
The Torah presents a top-down
model of leadership alongside a
built-in critique. Moses, the first
major communal leader, takes his
marching orders directly from God.
At times, God directs Moses to
share power and access with other
communal leaders, at one point
giving 70 elders the short-term ability
to receive prophecy so that “they shall
share the burden…” (Numbers 11:17).
Later in the Bible, other models of
leadership develop: the prophets, who
admonish the people to do God’s will;
the priests, who carry out sacrificial
and other ritual duties; the judges,
who serve as military and political
leaders; and, ultimately, the king,
when the prophet Samuel reluctantly
accepts the people’s demand for such
a leader. The stated role of the king
is to do tzedek umishpat — to enact
and enforce laws that ensure a just
and fair system for all subjects. And
even within the monarchy, the king
is never to have complete power
— the Sanhedrin, the assembly of
rabbis, adjudicates legal cases; the
priests handle ritual matters; and the
prophets continue to act as the moral
thorns in the side of the king. As
Samuel predicts, the kings regularly
fall short of this ideal, plunging
recklessly into ill-advised wars,
engaging in illicit behavior, and even
leading the people to idol worship.
The prophet channels the voice of
God, trying — usually unsuccessfully
— to return the king and the people
back to the divine will.
The rabbinic tradition (which
includes Talmud, midrash — rabbinic
expansions on the biblical text — and
other works) models one key value
of democracy: the celebration of a
multiplicity of voices. One midrash
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describes the Torah as having 70
faces — that is, multiple avenues of
interpretation; another imagines all
those who stood at Sinai receiving
Torah in their own way.
The Talmud also opens the door to
democracy with reference to b’nei
ha’ir (people of the city) or tovei ha’ir
(representatives of the people), who
have certain spheres of influence,
particularly over civil law. In the
15th century, the scholar Don Isaac
Abravanel criticized monarchies as
ultimately interested only in their
own power, and he advocated for
limitations on the power of the
ruler. As a model, he looked to the
republican government of medieval
Venice, which included multiple
deliberative bodies.
The history of the Jewish people might
make us wary of assuming that any
particular kind of government will
protect us. While Jews have historically
been safest under governments
committed to protecting individual
liberties, democracy has not always
made Jews safer, as the rule of the
people sometimes opens the door to
so-called populism and to the rise of
far-right groups and autocratic rule — a
situation that can put Jews in danger.
Does this mean that we should
abandon democracy? Hardly. But
in fighting for civil and human
rights, we shouldn’t assume that
any one system of government will
automatically protect its citizens.
In several legal rulings, Rabbi Haim
David Halevy, the former Sephardic
chief rabbi of Tel Aviv, lays out the
ways in which democracy differs from
Torah law, primarily in democracy's
reliance on the will of the people,
rather than on experts. But still, he
concludes that “in our time, there is
no better alternative to democratic
rule” (Mayim Hayyim 3:52). Further,
he says, “the greatness of the Torah
is that it does not have a carefully
delineated system of governance,
neither political nor economic,” but
that Torah instead offers principles
that can be applied to every system of
governance (Aseh L’kha Rav 4:1).
As Jews, we should fight for
democracy, especially in a moment
4

when autocratic leaders are on the
rise. That means getting involved
in or giving to local, national, or
international organizations standing
up for democratic values and against
the dismantling of public institutions.
But our fight must not idolize
democracy; rather, we should view
it as a means toward an end — the
Torah’s vision of a society built on
tzedek umishpat.
Rabbi Jill Jacobs is executive director of
T’ruah: The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights,
which mobilizes rabbis, cantors, and their
communities to protect human rights in
North America, Israel, and the occupied
Palestinian territories.

Divided We Stand:

American Jews & Israeli Democracy
Jonah Hassenfeld

More than 12 million people live
between the Jordan River and the
Mediterranean Sea. Roughly half
are Jews and half are Arabs. Arabs
who live in Israel and who hold
Israeli citizenship can vote in Israeli
elections. The millions of Arabs who
live in the territories Israel conquered
in 1967 cannot. Jewish citizens of
Israel vote in Israeli elections no
matter where they live.
These facts lead some observers to
question Israel’s commitment to
democracy. Some go so far as to
attribute declining American-Jewish
support for Israel to Israel’s treatment
of Palestinians. But the changing
relationship of American Jews to Israel
goes beyond the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict. It stems from American Jews’
growing recognition that democracy
means something very different to
Americans and Israelis. American
Jews see liberalism, the idea that
an individual's civil rights must be
protected from the government,
as a necessary foundation of any
democratic society. Israeli democracy
doesn’t place the same emphasis on
individual rights.
From the earliest years of the state,
Israeli leaders cared more about
establishing a strong government
than about protecting the rights
of individuals. Israel’s founders —
including its first prime minister,

SH’MA NOW | forward.com/shma-now
David Ben-Gurion — expressed
reservations about liberal values.
So today, Israel has no separation
of church and state or acceptance
of pluralistic religious expression
(for example, the state rabbinic
authority recognizes conversions
only by Orthodox rabbis). Other
policies challenge free expression,
such as Minister Miri Regev’s
proposed Cultural Loyalty Law, which
defunds cultural institutions and
programs that memorialize Naqba
Day (the Palestinian name for Israeli
Independence Day).
The origin stories of America and
Israel also explain their different
attitudes toward liberalism. When the
State of Israel was established, in the
shadow of the Holocaust, hundreds
of thousands of Jews still languished
in refugee camps in Europe. Israel’s
founders placed a higher priority on
protecting the future of the Jewish
people as a whole than on the rights
of individual citizens. America, on
the other hand, came to be in an age
of absolutism. Americans elevated
liberalism to push back on the
excesses of European monarchs. They
forged a political system that sought
to protect the individual from the
government.

MARCH 2019 | ADAR II 5779

the historical knowledge of how
America’s and Israel’s political systems
came to be. And finally, it includes
learning about the fundamental
ideologies concerning individual
rights and collective rights.
Teachers must also give students
opportunities to reflect on what they
find inspiring and troubling about
American and Israeli democracy.
Finally, students need to try on
different approaches. They may ask
themselves, “How do I weigh the
values of liberalism against the values
of collective Jewish rights?” Wrestling
with this question is an essential part
of determining one’s stance on the
Israeli-American relationship. When
students gain deep knowledge and
reflect on how they feel, they have the
tools to articulate sophisticated, yet
humble, perspectives on the political
future of the Jewish people.
Jonah Hassenfeld is assistant director of
teaching and learning at Gann Academy, a
pluralistic Jewish high school in Waltham,
Mass., where he teaches courses on the
history of Israel and conducts research on
how young American Jews think and feel
about Israel.

These two histories create friction
between American Jews and Israel.
American Jews remain committed
to liberalism, the very foundation of
their success. Even American Jews
who identify as conservatives remain
committed to the fundamental liberal
values at the heart of American
political culture. Similarly, Israel
cannot easily abandon its raison d’etre:
the protection of Jewish collective
rights.
This clash of values begins to capture
the challenge of teaching American
Jews about Israeli democracy. To
succeed, teachers must offer students
a pathway to access the bodies
of knowledge necessary to enter
the conversation. This knowledge
includes civic literacy: understanding
the differences between America’s
two-party system and Israel’s
parliamentary democracy, and
understanding who can vote in Israeli
elections (and who can’t). It includes
5
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Consider
& Converse
A Guide to “bekhira/
making choices to live in a
democracy”

Introduction
Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition
and the contemporary moment. At the heart of this issue of Sh’ma Now is
the Jewish sensibility of “bekhira”/ the choices we make about living
in a democracy. Over the past couple of years, I’ve grown more concerned
about the fragility of our democracy. I’ve watched as democracies in Europe
have elected authoritarian demagogues — in Hungary, Poland, Brazil, and
elsewhere. We see just how fragile democracy can be. I became curious about
how we talk — especially in such a polarized environment — about this
fragility. Would a more robust civic education, where we learn about the
nature of democracy and practice be warranted? What choices do we have as
citizens to exercise our democratic principles? As citizens, we are faced with
many choices — not just at the ballot box. I hope this issue of Sh’ma Now
will inspire you to accept the fullness of your civic responsibilities and make
your voices heard.
Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely an
individual activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which is specifically
designed to help you to consider the idea of going forth independently or
with others, formally and informally.

How to Begin
This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and prompts for
individual contemplation and informal or structured conversations. We suggest that you use this guide to share reflections and thoughts over a Shabbat
meal, or, for those who are more adventurous, to lead a planned, structured
conversation, inviting a small group of friends and family to your home or to
a coffee shop. If you would like more information about ways in which this
journal can be used, please contact Susan Berrin, Sh’ma Now editor-in-chief,
at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF file of the entire issue at
http://forward.com/shma-now/.

Guidelines for Discussion
If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines
may help you to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration
through sharing:
• Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal
reflection that happens through group conversation.
• Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example:
Avoid commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make
room for everyone to speak. Step into or away from the conversation
appropriately. No one participant should dominate the conversation. Let
silence sit, allowing participants to gather their thoughts.
• For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the
article in question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a
moment to read it in print or on screen, before the conversation begins.
• Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a
second time, before moving into the discussion.
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Consider
& Converse
A Guide to “bekhira/
making choices to live in a
democracy”

Interpretive Questions
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.
•T
 amara Mann Tweel, [page 1] director and co-founder of Civic Spirit, a
program that aims to educate, inspire, and empower schools to enhance
civic belonging and responsibility, opens up this issue of Sh’ma by sharing
a powerful story about her father — a man with enormous gratitude for
his citizenship in the United States. Drawing on her father’s legacy of
civic engagement, Tamara writes, “Democracy requires education. It is not
enough to know American history or political philosophy; our students
must also feel that political freedom is a gift worth striving for and
protecting. How we teach this truth is one of the major challenges of our
time. This is both a Jewish and American challenge. And it is a challenge our
people can be at the forefront of efforts to address.” Democracy is a fragile
enterprise. As American citizens, how do we draw on our Jewish legacy to
uphold the “noble aspirations of this country and begin to articulate how
we, as the Jewish people, will show up as grateful citizens”? Where does
the fabric of democracy weave together the strands of Judaism? Where are
these threads out of sync with each other? Passing on to children — in a
classroom setting or at home — that freedom is a profound gift not to be
squandered, is challenging. How do you imagine a curriculum for teaching
this gift in the classroom? And as parents, how in our homes? How would
you prioritize civics education amid the many subjects that students are
required to obtain fluency in today? How do you show up as a “grateful
citizen”?
• Rabbi Jill Jacobs, [page 4] executive director of T’ruah: the rabbinic call
for human rights, writes about how Jewish values are not necessarily in
line with the democratic values we know in the United States. The Torah
provides models of monarchies and top-down leadership. It provides
the voices of prophets and priests. But the rabbinic tradition (including
the Talmud and midrash) “models one key value of democracy — the
celebration of a multiplicity of voices. One midrash describes the Torah as
having 70 faces and another imagines the community of Israel standing at
Sinai and all of the people receiving Torah in their own way.” Jill goes on
to write that “democracy has not always made Jews safer, as the rule of the
people sometimes opens the door to so-called populism, and to the rise of
far-right groups and autocratic rule — a situation that virtually always puts
Jews in danger.” She cites Rabbi Chaim David Halevy, the former Sephardic
Chief Rabbi of Tel Aviv, who teaches that “’the greatness of the Torah is
that it does not have a carefully delineated system of governance, neither
political nor economic,’ but that Torah instead offers principles that can be
applied to every system of governance.” (Aseh L’kha Rav 4:1) What principles
of governance are most precious to a democracy? How does the Torah and
other Jewish writings inflect both the principles of a strong democracy and
systems that challenge democratic rule? How do we hold and weigh both
perspectives? How do the ideas of democracy and liberalism support one
another — and where are they at odds with each other?
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Consider
& Converse
A Guide to “bekhira/
making choices to live in a
democracy”

• J onah Hassenfeld, [page 4] assistant director of teaching and learning at
Gann Academy, a pluralistic Jewish high school in Waltham, Mass., writes
about teaching his students about democracy and Israel. He begins by
explaining that American Jews and Israelis have different legacies that
result in their divergent associations with democracy: “American Jews see
liberalism, the idea that an individual’s civil rights must be protected from
the government, as a necessary foundation of any democratic society. Israeli
democracy doesn’t place the same emphasis on individual rights.” He goes
on to explain that for American Jews, liberalism is “the very foundation
of their success. Even American Jews who identify as conservatives remain
committed to the fundamental liberal values at the heart of American
political culture. Similarly, Israel cannot easily abandon its raison d’etre: the
protection of Jewish collective rights.” How do you understand this clash of
values historically — that is, how do the origin stories of the U.S. and Israel
contribute to their notions of liberalism and democracy? Do you think that
this clash of values contributes to a distancing between Jews in the U.S. and
Israel? And, if so, what are the factors that contribute to that distancing?
How might a more robust civics education impact this relationship?

Reflective Questions
can help one to integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own
sense of self.
• In NiSh’ma, [page 2] our simulated Talmud page, three commentators —
two of whom are first-time voters — examine a verse from the book of
Deuteronomy warning against becoming apathetic and indifferent: “You
must not remain indifferent.” .( םֵלַּﬠְתִהְל לַכוּת אל22:3) Rabbi Sid Schwarz, a
senior fellow at Hazon and the director of Kenissa: Communities of Meaning
Network, quotes the 18th-century conservative Irish statesman Edmund
Burke: “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men
to do nothing.” Sid goes on to write that the Torah had the same idea:
“We cannot afford indifference.” Ben Rosenn, a first-year student at Emory
University, agrees and writes, we “can combat indifference by helping
young people understand why they should have a stake in the democratic
process — that their voices and actions can help shape the policy of the
America that they will inherit.” He suggests that we invite young Americans
to “explore the core values and issues that are most important to us — such
as relieving student debt or making affordable healthcare available to a sick
relative.” And Josie Krieger, a freshman at Pennsylvania State University,
writes about combatting apathy on her college campus. “This collective
student effort to decrease the indifference on campus was inspiring.” When
have you felt apathetic and what helped you overcome that apathy? What
inspires a sense of obligation and responsibility to vote, to be counted in
the democratic process? When have you felt most inspired to be civically
engaged and what contributed to that feeling?
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• Abby Michelson Porth, [page 3] executive director of the Jewish Community
Relations Council of San Francisco, writes about the importance of a robust
democracy for Jews. “History has taught us harshly that we are secure only
when we live in a robust democracy and where there is cohesion in civil
society. We know well the ramifications of the decay of democracy and the
rise of authoritarianism, the consequences of strains in the social fabric, with
neighbors betraying one another.” She goes on to say that “Authoritarianism
and demagoguery are on the rise globally. In America, where an estimated
40 percent of Jews live today, the past two years have seen a dramatic
uptick in antisemitic incidents, rhetoric, and imagery in political races
and neo-Nazis marching in daylight.” And then, quoting Pirkei Avot, she
writes, “Democracy is a well-tended, never-finished garden… ‘It is not [our]
responsibility to finish the work, but neither are [we] free to desist from it.’”
(2:21) If you were developing a class on civic consciousness, which Jewish
values would you deem most resonant? How might civic leaders along with
Jewish leaders in the U.S. work together to foster a greater commitment to
civic society? What draws you into conversations about civic engagement
and what obstacles to engagement do you personally have to address?

Call to Action
•V
 ote; write letters to your elected officials; go to city council meetings and
let your voice be heard; volunteer on political campaigns
• Attend marches and demonstrations along with others Jews carrying a
Jewish banner for civil discourse
• Eitan Hersh writes, in the NY Times “Use Your Untapped Political Power”
that people should exercise their political choices in several ways, including:
1) organize your own precincts at a grass-roots level; 2) get to know your
neighbors and mobilize your neighborhood.
• Activate with your Jewish hat on: Civic Spirit educates, inspires, and
empowers schools across faith traditions to enhance civic belonging and
responsibility in their student, faculty, and parent communities. Through
professional support and student programs, Civic Spirit prepares the next
generation to be knowledgeable, ethical, and active participants in the civic
life of their community and the political life of our democracy. To learn
more about Civic Spirit and the growing renaissance of civic education in
America, contact Dr. Tamara Tweel at tamara@civicspirit.org or sign up for
the Civic Spirit Digest: https://civicspirit.org/subscribe/.
• Learn about democracy and get involved: The Jewish Community Relations
Council of San Francisco has developed a non-partisan democracy initiative.
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